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Abstract
Co-teaching is a highly complex phenomenon where two teachers work together in
some capacity. Co-teaching is an accepted practice in preschools across the United States
to meet state licensing standards and state ratios. There is a paucity of research done on
this topic in preschool classrooms in the United States. The purpose of this study is to
explore co- teaching relationships in preschool classrooms. This study was guided by three
research questions: What are teachers’ notions about co-teaching? What are co-teachers’
experiences working in preschool classrooms? How does care manifest in co-teaching
relationships? This study delves into the ways in which co-teaching is manifested in three
preschool classrooms in a campus laboratory preschool and works to discover
discrepancies between teachers’ notions of co-teaching and their experiences and how
school culture impacts co-teaching. The findings illustrate how complex and complicated
co-teaching relationships can be and discusses in depth the many ways the three teaching
teams studied in this dissertation struggled to create a positive, supportive co-teaching
relationship build on friendship and caring for one another.
The findings of this study indicate how critically important it is that early childhood
centers support and provide a framework with which those working in co-teaching
relationships can utilize. Despite the achievements and strengths co-teaching can bring to
the overall success of early childhood classrooms, teachers in this study needed more
support to fully reach the potential.
vi

Chapter 1: Introduction
It is one thirty p.m. on a Wednesday and I am lesson planning with the teacher I coteach with, Irene, upstairs in the loft. We are meeting in a small observation area that looks
down upon a classroom full of sleeping children. We sit across from each other stiff in our
chairs. I begin to talk and share an idea for a lesson, but Irene cuts me off. As she shares her
ideas I inwardly roll my eyes and zone out, her words becoming a hum. As she continues to
hum I type, putting most of my own ideas into our lesson plans and only a few of my coteachers, as I know that she will not look at the lesson plans once I print and hang them in our
classroom.
Teachers of young children rarely work in isolation. As a teacher, I entered my first
preschool classroom a naïve twenty-three-year-old with aspirations and a Bachelor’s degree in
Early Childhood Education that I proudly hung on the “Family Information” wall in my
classroom. I spent my first five years in that same classroom working with a teacher who had a
Child Development Associate credential (high school diploma plus 120 hours of training) and
over fifteen years experience in the field. The vignette above illustrates a typical planningsession with that teacher, Irene. As a novice teacher, I had anticipated challenges like learning
to use assessment to inform instruction, responding to challenging child behaviors, and working
to build reciprocal relationships with families. However, I hadn’t anticipated how challenging
working with another adult in the classroom would be. This struggle would frame my entire
early teaching experiences and cloud how I look back on that time in my life. In preschool
classrooms in the United States it is extremely rare to see one adult working alone. While
1

teacher structure may vary, the most common practice in early childhood classrooms is for two
or more adults to work together to teach young children. This is typically enacted in a “lead
teacher” and “assistant teacher” representation. The “lead teacher” is a credentialed individual
that has either a college degree or some type of advanced certification; while the “assistant
teacher” or “paraprofessional” does not have this certification, but usually has a more
rudimentary means of credentialing. “Lead” and “assistant” teachers function as two separate
entities in the classroom, two planets circling the same orbit. While they work together everyday to teach the young children in their classroom, there is little to no collaboration, or
partnership, really involved in their teaching practices. Each teacher typically plans for their
own lessons that has usually been established early in the year by each teacher proclaiming
their “specialty” or “area of interest” that they remain responsible for planning the entire school
year. There is often little to no overlap in their facilitation and implementation in the classroom.
Lesson-planning for traditional lead and assistant teachers is often a dumping of
information, rather than a meeting of the minds. The focus on these lesson-planning meetings is
not collaboration, cooperation or creativity; rather, it is typically a means to an end that seeks to
ensure all areas of development are covered, for the upcoming week. The lead teacher is
typically responsible for ensuring the lesson plan template, which should be posted publically
in their classrooms, is fully completed, and jots or types what their assistant teacher tells them
they have planned for in their respective areas of the room. This template is often a grid that the
‘meat and potatoes” changes in each week.
Classrooms that function with a lead and assistant teacher approach to teaching have a
stark disparity in balance, however it is an imbalance that is known, expected and accepted by
all. The leads in these classrooms maintain much more power than their counterparts. They
2

maintain the ultimate responsibility for the classroom; they are in charge of making sure all
areas of planning, implementation, facilitation, assessment, classroom management, and the
many other intricacies of working in an early childhood classroom, are completed on a daily
basis. Ultimately it is their names that are on the classroom, and if something were to go
wrong they hold the ultimate responsibility for the room.
After an in-depth analysis of the literature that exists surrounding the practice of two
adults working together in an early childhood classroom, I discovered there are different
definitions that exist to explain this phenomenon. Some of the most commonly used terms that
name the practice of two teachers working together in a classroom context include team
teaching, partner teaching and co-teaching (Bronson & Denith, 2014). These terms are often
used interchangeably, however, based on a review of the literature, they have nuanced
differences that should be discussed and considered. The most frequently used terms in
literature terms are co-teaching and team teaching. Shim and Hestenes (2004) define team
teaching as a “hierarchical two-teacher structure, including a lead teacher and an assistant
teacher” (p. 143).
This is in opposition to Strogilos and Tragoulia’s (2013) definition, as they claim team
teaching is two teachers working together to design and implement curriculum. The clash
between the two definitions is blatant; one definition involves a divide amongst the teachers
while the other is based on cooperation. While it is also an extremely widely used term to refer
to two or more adults working together in a classroom, I discovered there are also different
definitions of co-teaching in the literature. The term co-teaching is most widely used in the
current literature to refer to a special educator and a general educator working together in an
inclusive classroom. Rytivaara and Kershner (2012) define co-teaching as two teachers
3

actively involved in classroom lesson instruction. Bronson and Denith (2014) define coteaching as a specialist joining a mainstream teacher for a portion of the day to provide
instruction that is inclusive of all children.
In this study I utilize sole use of the term co-teaching. Unlike the more common
definition that specifically involves a special and general educator working together to teach
young children, I define co-teaching as a phenomenon that involves any two, or more,
individuals working together, full-time, in a preschool classroom to teach young children. I
would like to differentiate my stance from the more traditional definition based on my personal
experiences and immersive history with co-teaching. I worked to teach eighteen three and four
year olds with the same woman for five years utilizing a traditionally hierarchical approach to
teaching; I was the lead teacher and she the assistant in our classroom. Or roles were clearly
delineated, as per school operational functions, and our responsibilities split. We barely
functioned to complete job duties, and every day was a struggle. The animosity that permeated
our relationship was palpable. On a daily basis we would communicate as little as possible and
barely operated the entire one thousand, eight hundred and twenty- five days we worked
together, based on our complete misalignment of teaching philosophies, child-rearing beliefs
and opinions about Developmentally Appropriate Practice. After this teaching experience
concluded, the preschool I worked at completely transformed itself into a co- teaching
environment. We went through a ground-up makeover that placed a large focus on fostering
the types of relationships that the adults that taught with each other had. We went
from a teaching approach that was built on delineation and separation, to one that was based
on partnership and collaboration. In this study I posit that co-teaching requires co-teachers
actively collaborate in both the creation and implementation of instruction, and share all
4

classroom responsibilities equally (Ryan& Kershner, 2012).
According to Biddle and Berliner (2002), the co-teaching model was implemented in
preschools to create lower teacher-child ratios and facilitate more teacher support for learning.
Current state childcare licensure programs have implemented ratio requirements to uphold
safety and supervision in early childcare settings. In the state of Florida, in a three-year old
classroom, the ratio is one teacher to fifteen students. Preschool centers are placing multiple
teachers in single classrooms to meet the requirements that allow them to fill their classes with
children and pass state inspections; more teachers equate to more children, which yields more
profit. State childcare licensing programs tend to allow higher teacher/child ratios than
accreditation programs including NAEYC (National Association for the Education of Young
Children), who require a one to nine ratio in a classroom that contains eighteen three-year olds.
My first co-teaching relationship barely survived multiple directors and struggled to
transform as expectations and conceptualizations of co-teaching changed. What didn’t change,
what held constant, was our general dislike for each other and our struggle to not allow this
impact the children in our classroom. We were textbook polite to each other and shared the
common experience of working in the classroom; we could laugh at the funny things that
happened and we could vent about the challenging behaviors we experienced together. What
we were unable to do was see eye-to-eye about what was best for the children in our classroom.
Our core beliefs about teaching, education and nurturing children were in such stark opposition
that we existed on polar opposite ends of the teaching spectrum and were left in a state of
animosity and opposition.
It has been noted that with collaborative teaching comes greater teacher communication,
collaboration and innovation (Bronson & Denith, 2014). A large strand of literature pertaining
5

to co-teaching asserts that it is beneficial for student learning and outcomes (Anderson &
Speck, 1998; Devecchi & Rouse, 2010; Murata, 2002). However, with collaboration often
comes complexity, as may be the case for preschool teachers working in teams. This was my
co- teaching reality; I was part of a tense, challenging and often time’s hostile co-teaching
relationship. Tensions may arise as teachers work with other adults who may have clashing
teaching philosophies, childrearing beliefs, teaching styles and differing views on preschool
education (Devecchi et al., 2010; Han et al., 2010; Malm, 2004; Nellis, 2012; Ratcliffe et al.,
2011; Rytivaara et al, 2012; Souto- Manning, Cahnmann-Taylor, Dice & Wooten, 2008). These
tensions can have a direct effect on teachers and may result in teacher burnout and
abandonment of the teaching field (Droogenbroek et al., 2014; Spruyt & Vanroelen, 2014).
These tensions may also affect the children in the classroom by directly impacting the
relationships, environment and overall learning climate.
Purpose and Research Questions
It wasn’t until Irene left the preschool, and our teaching relationship dissolved, that I
was able to reflect on our relationship and see that we both had strengths; we just never were
able to embrace them together. My experiences working with Irene, the good and the bad, lead
me to seek greater understanding of co-teaching relationships in preschool classrooms.
According to Carnahan, Williamson, Clarke and Sorensen (2013) and Ratcliffe, Jones, Vaden,
Sheen and Hunt (2011) teachers generally report feeling unprepared for the collaborative
nature of preschool teaching. Preschool teachers report that collaboration with another adult in
the classroom is challenging and they tend to view their teaching counterparts as obstacles
rather than resources (Fitzgerald and Theilheimer, 2013). Scruggs, Mastropieri and Mcduffie
(2007) discuss that teachers are not prepared for collaborative teaching and that teacher
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preparation programs should focus on training teachers for this component of daily classroom
life.
It should be noted that the majority of the research conducted on co-teaching lies in
higher education and special education classrooms in primary schools (Devecchi et al., 2010;
Murata, 2002; Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012; Strogilos & Tragoulia, 2013; Wallace, Shin &
Stahl, 2008). There is a paucity of research that exists on the phenomenon of co-teaching in
preschool classrooms and I believe this topic deserves more attention, as it is such a large
element of teaching in preschool. The purpose of this study is to explore co-teaching
relationships in preschool classrooms. This study will delve into the ways in which co- teaching
is manifested ina preschool classroom in a campus laboratory preschool and work to uncover
discrepancies between teachers’ notions of co-teaching and their experiences and how school
culture impacts co-teaching.
The research questions that guided this study were:
1. What are teachers’ notions about co-teaching?
2. What are co-teachers’ experiences working in preschool classrooms?
3. How does care manifest in co-teaching relationships?
Importance
This study sought to explore teachers’ co-teaching experiences in preschool
classrooms. I strongly believe that teachers’ working relationships affect them and may play
out in practice. The status of these working relationships may affect daily life in the classroom,
may impact teacher turnover and could have an effect on teacher wellbeing. I believe that
teaching is a personal and highly emotional endeavor and that these emotions impact the
choices teachers make in the classroom. When you spend the majority of your time working
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with someone whom you often disagree with and harbor tension toward, it may take an effect
on your personal life, your teaching practices, and the overall classroom climate. With teachers
being placed in classrooms in pairs to meet state licensing requirements (Barnett, FriedmanKrauss, Gomez, Horowitz, Weisenfeld, & Squires, 2016) co-teaching has become more
prevalent in preschool classrooms across the United States. More research is needed in order to
better understand teachers’ experiences and realities as they work to teach preschool
collaboratively with another adult.
Summary
Co-teaching is a highly complex phenomenon where two teachers work together, in
some capacity, in the same classroom to teach young children. Although there is confusion
regarding a clear definition for the term, what is clear is that this is the accepted practice that is
implemented in preschool classrooms across the United States due to regulations. Teaching is
not formulaic and I believe that emotions affect teacher’s classroom behaviors, impacting the
classroom environment and therefore affecting children. My own personal connections to coteaching are extremely complicated and compelled me to want to study this phenomenon to
explore other preschool teachers’ experiences working in co-teaching relationships. It is my
hope that this study will provide authentic description of teachers’ co-teaching experiences and
how they manifest in preschool classrooms. This study will share the voices of six individuals
working in the early childhood field who live and breathe co-teaching every single day. Based
on my own experiences, these stories will be messy and complicated, but I believe they will
inform the field of early childhood and contribute to a developing knowledge base on coteaching in preschool classrooms. It is my ultimate goal to provide a clearly articulated
theoretical perspective on co- teaching as I discovered, through a review of the literature, that
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the majority of studies on co- teaching lack this element. I theorize the concept and increase its
conceptual clarity in order to deepen understanding of co-teaching in preschool classrooms and
foster improvement in teacher preparation programs and school contexts. This dissertation
includes a separate chapter for each of the three co-teaching dyads that participated in the study
and closely examines their practices and I share my interpretation of my findings. These
chapters include episodes with thick description so that the reader may step into the teachers’
worlds and understand more fully what co-teaching is like in a preschool classroom.
The following chapter discusses the theoretical perspective (Noddings, 1984) I will
utilize for this research. I believe that, ultimately, humans want to care and be cared for. And
while we often consider how early childhood teachers should care for the children in their
classrooms, it is less frequently considered how they care for the other adults in their
classrooms, and how this relationship forms the foundation of all relationships in the space.
This relationship frames how all learning and development is manifested and fostered. The
following chapter also contains a review of the literature related to co-teaching. The literature
review begins by introducing co-teaching and discussing the implications of co-teaching. I
then discuss challenges and supports to co-teaching that were discovered during a thorough
review of the literature.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
While co-teaching is common practice in preschools, a review of the literature in this
area reveals that the complexities of teachers’ experiences with co-teaching is underrepresented and that the practice of co-teaching is not well theorized. In this chapter, I begin
with a discussion of the underlying assumptions about teaching and learning that frame my
perspective and provide the lens for this study. Following that, I explore what is currently
known about co-teaching and discuss the ways this study builds upon the existing literature.
Theoretical Perspective
“As human beings we want to care and be cared for” (Noddings, 1984, p. 29).
Individuals that go into the early childhood education field are expected to espouse a certain set
of dispositions; some spoken while others remain unspoken. Of those discussed dispositions,
caring is at the forefront of characteristics expected from early childhood professionals. Every
parent wants their child to be looked after by a caring, supportive individual that considers not
only the cognitive development of their child, but also their emotional wellbeing. While caring
for children is the crux of early childhood education, a less predominantly considered dimension
of this disposition is caring for other adults in the classroom. Reflecting on the fact that coteaching is a predominantly common practice in preschool classrooms, I utilize the Ethics of
Caring (Noddings, 1984) as the lens with which to view this study. Preschool teachers are
widely acknowledged as being expected to exhibit a certain body of skills, not only technical but
also emotional. Those technical skills are largely discussed in literature, and those emotional
intelligences are also relevant in current literature. However, we need to consider how those
10

emotional intelligences correlate to the interpersonal relationships between adults that work to
co-teach in preschool classrooms. It is my belief, based on over eleven years teaching in a
preschool classroom and as a parent of two preschool age children, that it is assumed that adults
that work together naturally care for one another and have friendly relationships with one
another. Noddings defines caring as “a state of mental suffering or of engrossment: to care is to
be in a burdened mental state, one of anxiety, feat, or solicitude about something or someone” (p.
30). She discusses that caring is ontologically basic, that caring is innate and morally developed;
that as adults we learn and grow from our experiences with others, and that it is mutually
exclusive, that the Cared For and the Carer cannot exist without one another. Noddings defines
caring for another, professionally speaking, if one has inclinations, burdens or worries over the
others current state of affairs. I believe that it is assumed that professionals that co-teach in
preschool classrooms are presumed to care for one another and are friends, based on the
application of the notion that it is expected that they care for the children in their classroom.
NAEYC, the National Association for the Education of Young Children, position
statement on the Professional Standards and Competencies for Early Childhood Educators
(2019) discusses the guidelines for professional practice for early childhood educators. What is
notably absent from this document is mention of working with another adult as a preschool
teacher. The position statement outlines being aware of and up to date with best practices,
developmentally appropriate practice, child development and family-school partnerships in
detail. However, it does not discuss the professional guidelines for early childhood educators
working with another adult, which is striking considering the prevalence of this practice in
early childhood education.
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I do not believe that the caring relationship is an equally mutual, balanced relationship.
In any caring relationship there is an ebb and flow of power and equality. In a caring
relationship the Carer and the Cared For exhibit a certain level of power. The Carer is an
attentive, listening, reflective and responsive individual that utilizes these skills with the
individual they care for. The Cared For acknowledge and affirm that the care has been received.
While it may seem their role is menial, it is crucial to the care relationship. When we think of
the Carer and Cared For role in early childhood education it is easy to apply this theory to the
teacher-student roles and relationship. However, when applying this to the teacher-teacher
relationship it takes a perspective change. In the teacher-teacher care relationship one cannot
simply assume they know what the other needs, as may be easy to do in a teacher-student
relationship. A teacher knows that a student’s needs knowledge, challenge, excitement,
successes, frustration, pleasure and nurturing among many, many other needs. This assumption
is not as easy to apply to the teacher- teacher relationship and deserves more consideration in
research.
I believe that when utilizing an Ethics of Care approach to studying co-teaching
relationships one adult in the co-teaching relationship naturally assumes the Carer role, while
the other assumes the Cared For position. This distribution of power is usually unspoken and
while it may seem contentious, I believe that it is critical to the co-teaching relationship and its
success and or ultimate demise. This study utilizes and applies the underpinnings and ideas
theorized by Noddings around care, and applied this lens to co-teaching. I assume that coteachers maintain varying levels of caring with one another; that the foundational
underpinnings of their relationships are based on care and friendship. Friendship can be
extremely messy and emotional and I do not deny that these phenomena may be present in the
12

adult’s relationships’ that participated in this study. However, I believe it is the moral
inclination of caring that forms the basis of all adult relationships in the classroom. Coteaching would not exist without the Ethics of Care; it is this ethical disposition that frames all
relationships in this classroom and will be used as a lens to study the three co-teaching teams
that participated in this study.
Conceptual Framework
Teaching is Experiential
I believe teaching is highly complicated, contextual work. Schon (1983) critiques
positivist notions of teaching as solely a technical practice. He calls attention to rethinking this
model and brings reflection to the forefront of what teachers do. In Schon’s view, teaching is an
artistry that requires professionals to make on the spot decisions. According to Schon (1983)
teachers encounter situations daily in practice that require the use of practical skills. He
discusses that practitioners allow themselves to experience discomfort, confusion, excitement
and surprise in new or unique situations. These experiences are made sense of and impacted by
previous experiences and the lenses with which we lens with which teachers perceive and frame
practice. These experiences generate new understandings through the reflective practices
teachers engage in after teachers “think on their feet.” I believe the way teachers navigate
through these experiences is impacted by context, experiences and personal values.
Teachers navigate many different layers of environments in practice, and in co-teaching
relationships this happens with another being; bringing another layer of complexity and
intricacy into the equation. When teachers work in co-teaching teams there is a dualistic nature
to which decisions and reflective practices in the classrooms take place. Co-teaching involves
engaging in reflective dialogue with a partner and the fusion of two individual’s beliefs, values,
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experiences and perspectives. There is also influence from the overall school culture and beliefs
of those in the outer layers of the context a teacher works in, including directors, parents,
administration, school history and policy.
Collaboration
“Collaboration has been consistently identified as one of the strongest predictors for the
implementation and sustainability of different school based practices such as co-teaching”
(Chitoyo, 2018; Coffey & Horner, 2012; Pinkelman et al., 2015). According to Parsons &
Stephenson (2005) collaboration in teaching practice has direct links to teacher learning and
development. It is assumed that collaboration and community are positive components of early
childhood teaching, specifically preschool. Little (1990) argues that teachers are often placed
into collaborative relationships, but that the nature of a teacher’s work is actually more
individual and isolating in nature. However, Little’s (1987) empirical work discusses that when
teachers do work together in collegial relationships they discuss the breaking of this isolation.
She notes that school culture has a large impact on teacher’s collaboration and those that foster
collaborations amongst teachers have are likely to have less turnover, and are more self-reliant
and capable of problem solving. It has been found that teachers who interact and engage in
dialogue demonstrate knowledge that links to classroom practice (Dana & Yendol- Hoppey,
2008). Co-teaching has been used as a means to promote collaboration among teachers across
disciplines (Murata, 2015) and has been implemented based on the notion that two teachers are
better than one. It is believed that when two teachers collaborate to teach they
both bring their individual knowledge creating a rich environment for student learning through
collective knowledge and practice (Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012). However, there has been little
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research exploring preschool teachers’ actual experiences when working in co-teaching teams
and how these small communities impact their practices.
School Culture
What is the relationship between school climate and espoused beliefs and what is
enacted in the classroom? As Bruner (2001) discusses, schools are their own cultures.
According to Erikson (1987) culture can be defined as “a system of ordinary, taken-for- granted
meanings and symbols with both explicit and implicit content that is, deliberately and nondeliberately, learned and shared among members of naturally bounded social group” (Erickson,
1987, p. 12). School culture consists of the meanings that are shared by those individuals that
inhabit the school (Leithwood & Doris, 1990). School culture has impacts on teachers’
understandings of and implementation models of co-teaching. School history and current
expectations regarding collaboration and community impact teacher’s interpretations of coteaching. Little (1987) found that schools that have cultures of collaboration and collegiality
have teachers that report less feelings of classroom isolation and look to their peers as
resources. However, she discusses, that schools must foster this collaborative culture. In my
experience I worked for a school that preached collaboration but did not practice it, and this
greatly impacted my own interpretations of co-teaching. So that when a new director stepped in
and collaboration and collegiality were espoused practices I needed support to help navigate
these new waters.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework
15

Purpose and Methods
I began this review with a discussion of the perspectives I bring to the study of coteaching practices. I recognize that my own personal and contextual experiences as a coteacher led me to adopt a stance, and that as researcher I am not value neutral. My own
experiences with co-teaching largely influenced my review process. Taking the position that
there are multiple realities and that teachers’ experiences are complex, I did not limit my
selection of material to review to one particular research paradigm. Rather, I sought to describe
the current nature of co- teaching in preschool classrooms based on an in depth search in the
following databases: Eric on EBSCO, Education Source and JSTOR. The following search
terms were used to procure articles: team teaching, partner teaching, co-teaching, collaborative
teaching, preschool, and early childhood education. The articles selected present a holistic
representation of co-teaching in preschool classrooms, exploring the field’s reasoning for
utilizing a co-teaching method in preschool classrooms, different ways co- teaching is enacted,
what it looks like, successes and issues. The review that follows organizes the findings around
the following central themes: Defining co-teaching, the challenges of co- teaching, and the
provision of support for co- teachers.

Types
• Parallel, Station
teaching, 1 Teach-1
Observe, Changing
teachers, group
teaching

Challenges
• Structural Issues
• Roles and
•
•
•
•

Responsibilities
Personal Issues
Control Tensions
Time
Lack of Prep

Figure 2. Literature Review Findings
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Supports
• Professional
Development
• Buy-In
• Coaching
• Teacher Preparation

Results of the Review
Anderson et al. (1998) raise the question of whether co-teaching is defined as two
people working together to teach children or two people collaborating to implement curriculum.
According to Strogilos et al. (2013) team teaching is a form of co-teaching where two teachers
work together and are responsible for the entire class, this includes lesson planning and
implementing. The lack of a clear definition for co-teaching makes implementing the model
with fidelity a bit tricky, as different individuals interpret and enact co-teaching differently.
There is also confusion with the operational term used to represent the phenomenon of two
teachers working in a classroom together. Multiple names have been used to label this
including, team teaching, co-teaching and collaborative teaching. For the purposes of this paper
the term co- teaching will be utilized to represent two teachers working within one preschool
classroom equally sharing the responsibilities to lesson plan, implement, assess and manage the
entirety of the classroom together.
Co-Teaching
The lack of a term and clear definition for co-teaching create implications for preschool
classrooms and programs, as how co-teaching is understood greatly impacts the overall
program quality of preschool centers (Bullough, 2015). The way the term is interpreted and
implemented affects the quality of teaching children are provided. There are also clear links to
Developmentally Appropriate Practice when co-teaching is implemented appropriately (Han et
al., 2010). Rytivaara et al. (2012) describe collaboration between two teachers within one
classroom as a rich means for co- construction of knowledge; therefore, in such a collaborative
context teachers have a wealth of more knowledge to apply in practice then when working
alone in isolation in a classroom. When implemented in such a manner that both teachers in a
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preschool classroom see eye to eye, communicate and collaborate to create developmentally
appropriate, meaningful, engaging curriculum for their preschool students, children and
teachers benefit.
Types of Co-Teaching
According to Neifeald & Nissim (2019) there are different models for co-teaching
including parallel teaching, teaching in stations, one teach one observe, changing teachers and
group teaching. In the one teach one observe method one teacher teachers while the other
observes and is non-participatory. In parallel co-teaching the teachers teach the same material
and lesson at the same time to different groups of children. In co-teaching in stations teachers
teach different content in different areas of the classroom, each is responsible for their own
domain. Changing co-teachers involves one teacher teaching the entire class while the other
works with one student or a small group of children to facilitate the same lesson. And finally,
in- group co-teaching teachers divide the shared responsibility of teaching contents to the same
group of students at the same time.
Lankford-Barron et al. (2019) similarly discuss the different types of co-teaching that
exist in practice. Their findings are consistent with Neifaeld & Nissim’s (2019) findings
regarding the different models. However, they labeled what Neifael and Nissan called
“changing co-teachers” alternative teaching and added a sixth model of co-teaching, teaming.
They describe co-teaching “teaming” as both teachers cooperatively delivering instruction to
the entire group of students. In this method the author’s detail that the teachers take turns
facilitating lesson implementation, a kind of tag-team approach to teaching. They state this
method requires the co- teaching relationship be mature, as it involves trust, pacing and
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practice. Teachers must be familiar with each other’s styles and how they work together in
order to facilitate a lesson utilizing the teaming co-teaching method.
Challenges
The literature also identified challenges that may affect the ability of adults to work
optimally in their support of young children’s learning. These challenges fall into the following
categories; structural issues, personal issues, interpersonal issues, control tensions, roles and
responsibilities, time issues and lack of preparation. These challenges are explored in the
following section.
Structural Issues
Multiple studies have explored the structural issues surrounding implementing a coteaching model. Teachers report implementing a co-teaching model in the classroom, however,
what is often discovered is that they are actually implementing a hierarchical model to teaching,
the exact opposite framework of co-teaching (Bullough, 2015; Ratcliff et al., 2011; Scruggs et
al., 2007; Strogilos et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2008). Teachers utilize a one teach, one assist
(Scruggs et al., 2007) model when they report utilizing a collaborative teaching method.
Neifeald & Nissim define the practice of co-teaching involves moving beyond a hierarchical
approach to teaching and requires teachers become partners “who share the
teaching and different areas of responsibility in the classroom” (p. 88). The fact that teachers
report utilizing a co-teaching method but are actually practicing the exact opposite is
noteworthy and worth further thought. Why is there such an inconsistency? It raises questions
regarding why teachers self-report utilizing a co-teaching approach. Is it because they truly
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believe co-teaching is the best model to teaching, is this what they have heard they should be
doing from school administrators, or are they just appeasing themselves?
Bullough (2015) conducted a multi-case study involving two teaching teams in a Head
Start classroom. Surveys, interviews, and observations were conducted over the course of one
year. Data and analysis revealed that teachers shared feelings of tension regarding their coteacher. In one instance one team member asked to switch teams and co-teach with another
teacher, as she was so unhappy. Findings discuss allowing teachers to select their teammates
and Bullough (2015) discusses that teachers state the demands placed on them from state
mandates and Head Start initiatives impacted their co-teaching relationships as the pressure to
accomplish all the job requirements became too much with differing teaching styles.
In a study conducted by Ratcliff et al. (2011) exploring the role of paraprofessionals in
the classroom it was found that teachers lack the specific skills to work with other adults in the
classroom. This study involved surveying 320 teachers and 23 classrooms observations with
the purpose of exploring paraprofessionals place in the classroom. Findings indicate that
teachers were not utilizing the paraprofessionals in the classroom well, as they were not trained
on how to guide other adults in the classroom. The authors discuss a need for more research on
how the numbers of years’ teachers work together and experience in a school can impact team
teaching and a team’s effectiveness.
Scruggs et al. (2007) conducted a metasynthesis of 32 qualitative studies focusing on
co- teaching structures in inclusive classrooms. Findings noted that most studies found that
teachers utilize a hierarchical approach to co-teaching, opting for one teacher to teach and one
teacher to assist. The studies covered in this metasynthesis look at classrooms ranging from
kindergarten to secondary level. Strogilos & Tragoulia (2013) studied co-teaching in inclusive
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classrooms. They conducted a multiple case study that looked at 18 co-teaching teams in 18
schools in classrooms up to year 3 in Greece. Data collection sources included observations,
interviews and a researcher journal over the course of one school year. It was found that
teachers discuss having difficulty implementing a co-teaching model due to lack of training
and support. This lack of support left teachers confused about the roles and responsibilities of
each co-teacher and that there was a clear lead and assistant teacher in each classroom.
Wilson and Bedford (2008) explored one programs attempt at training teachers to work
together in partnerships with teaching assistants. This study involved 81 participants and
multiple data sources including interviews, focus groups and questionnaires. Findings were
noteworthy as teachers described teaching assistants needing a different set of skills and
attributes than they themselves needed in the classroom. This finding illustrates the mentality
that teachers and teaching assistants need different skills, although they are expected to perform
job of co-teaching.
Personal Issues
The body of literature on co-teaching brings to light personal issues between the two
teachers working together in preschool classrooms. These personal issues include clashing
teaching philosophies, differing teaching styles and varying beliefs about early childhood
education (Devecchi et al., 2010; Han et al., 2010; Ratcliff et al., 2011; Rytivaara et al., 2012;
Nellis, 2002). When played out in the classroom these interpersonal issues can forge a deep
fracture in a co-teaching relationship. When two teachers do not see eye-to-eye on these
foundational building blocks issues contributing to classroom climate and working
relationships may develop. Often times, as is my own personal experience, these issues may
present themselves in the classroom during instructional time in front of children. Decisions
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must be made in preschool classrooms on the spot, continually throughout the day. When two
teachers cannot agree on a solution or come to an agreement on those decisions frustration and
animosity may build.
When these personal issues come to a head and play out in the context of the classroom
or team meetings communication and collaboration are negatively affected (Scruggs et al.,
2007; Wilson et al., 2008). Preschool teachers that work together in the same classroom must
communicate in order for the classroom to function and children to grow in the best possible
learning environment. When communication ceases and collaboration is strained there is a
direct negative impact on teachers and children (Scruggs et al., 2007).
Devecchi et al. (2010) explored factors that affect successful collaboration between
teachers in secondary classrooms. An ethnographic study incorporating observations and
interviews of four teaching teams at two schools was conducted to specifically understand more
fully factors that promote effective collaboration in teaching teams. This study found that
teaching teams discussed more effective collaboration amongst teachers that communicate
effectively and have shared beliefs about teaching. They also found that teachers discussed
success when teaching teams have mutual respect and authority for each other.
Han et al. (2010) explored the differences between lead and teaching assistants in cotaught preschool classrooms by exploring their beliefs about developmentally appropriate and
inappropriate practices. Thirty-five lead teachers and twenty-seven teacher assistants ranging
from twenty-five to sixty years old were asked to complete a Teacher Attitude Survey. An
analysis of variance was conducted through SPSS to establish comparisons amongst teacher
scores. The researchers found that lead teachers are more likely to believe and practice
developmentally appropriate practices in the classroom, while assistant teachers were more
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likely to identify and practice developmentally inappropriate practices in the classroom. They
noted that teachers were likely to disagree about these beliefs and this clashing may lead to
stressed co- teaching relationships.
Rytivaara & Kershner (2012) conducted an ethnographic study that followed two
teachers who worked together, each having their own class and then combining them. Data
collection lasted two years and involved interviews and observations. The goal of this study
was to understand co-teaching from the teacher’s perspectives and to understand their
perspectives on it. Researchers noted that although the two teachers talk about “we-ness”, their
interviews eluded a lot to “me-ness”. They note that allowing teachers time to collaborate
outside of the classroom and reflect on their individual belief and values will have positive
effects on the co-teaching relationship.
Control Issues
Issues of control were found to be a challenge for teachers working in co-teaching
relationships (Droogenbroek et al., 2014; Fitzgerald et al., 2013; Ratcliff et al., 2011; Scruggs et
al., 2007; Wilson et al., 2008). Teachers report feeling control tensions develop as they work
with another adult in the classroom to teach. Issues over who is responsible for what, unequal
responsibilities and turf issues presented themselves (Scruggs et al., 2007). Chitoyo (2018)
conducted a study that involved surveying seventy-seven teachers in the United States and
found that the majority of teachers reported feeling like their classroom was their “turf” and
the introduction of another adult in that space can be viewed as an invasion of privacy.
Fitzgerald et al. (2013) discuss teachers reporting feeling isolation and developing negative
feelings toward their co-teachers when control issues presented themselves in the classroom.
Teachers discuss confusion over the line of command in team teaching classrooms; who is
23

ultimately in charge of the room and responsible for making sure responsibilities are carried
out (Scruggs et al., 2007). According to Droogenbroek et al. (2014) these tensions are directly
related to teacher burnout and teachers leaving the field.
Droogenbroek et al. (2014) used a mixed method design to explore the effect of
interpersonal relationships on teacher burnout. 3124 participants filled out questionnaires and
responses were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling.
It was discovered that teacher’s relationships with other teachers contributed significantly to
the burnout rates of teachers. Teachers report feeling emotionally exhausted from the
relationships they have with coworkers and this phenomenon having a direct effect on burnout
and overall decisions to leave the field.
Fitzgerald & Theilheimer (2013) conducted an interview study to explore how team
teaching could be supported at their centers. 67 teachers participated by responding to
questionnaires, participated in focus groups and engaged in interviews. A major finding was
that teachers report feelings of isolation and a lack of collaboration amongst teachers. Teachers
refer to each other as obstacles to teaching and discuss a lack of team mentality affecting their
overall emotional state. The researchers note the importance of developing a team culture
through professional development activities and shared philosophy.
Roles and Responsibilities
Confusion over job descriptions, lack of balance in job roles, issues in lack of definition
for job roles are challenges for teachers working in team teaching relationships (Bullough,
2015; Nellis, 2012; Ratcliff et al., 2011; Rytivaara et al., 2012, Strogilos et al., 2013). Devecchi
and Rouse (2010) conducted an ethnographic study of four teaching teams to explore effective
teamwork. They found that when two teachers work together in one classroom to plan and
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implement curriculum the breakdown of duties and responsibilities may become muddled.
Confusion over how to split and manage the workload of planning, implementing, classroom
management, assessment and other components of classroom teaching become tensions that
negatively affect teachers (Devecchi et al., 2010). These areas of confusion may lead to tension
over roles and responsibilities among team teachers (Devecchi et al., 2010, Strogilos et al.,
2013). Nellis (2012) conducted a multi-case study and found that teachers report encountering
issues with the actual implementation of the co- teaching model because they are unsure of
their own roles and those of their counterparts, as there is no clear description or write- up of
individual responsibilities. Strogilos et al. (2013) conducted a case study that incorporated
interviews and observations, with the goal of understanding the roles and responsibilities of coteachers. They found that teachers are left to implement the co-teaching model on their own in
their classrooms and organize themselves in a manner that may or may not lead to frustration
and tension. Scruggs et al. (2007) discusses that what often takes place in preschool classrooms
when there is no clear definition of co- teaching roles and responsibilities is one teacher will
assume a subordinate role leaving the other to take charge of them and the classroom; this
typically leads to frustration over time in both teachers. Sosinsky et al. (2011) state that
teachers consider teaching assistants useful for supervision, but not for teaching. When two
teachers, one a “lead teacher” and one a “teaching assistant” work together in a team teaching
model the lead will often take responsibility for the entire classroom and all of the operational
duties, while the assistant is responsible for cleaning and maintenance. This may lead to
feelings of resentment and anger. Such a dynamic can negatively affect the overall classroom
environment, negatively impacting the children.
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Time
According to Friend (2019) Nellis (2012), Ratcliff et al. (2011) and Strogilos et al. (2013)
teachers report a lack of time to plan together as a challenge to implementing the co-teaching
model in preschool classrooms. Strogilos et al. (2013) who conducted a multi-case study
involving eighteen co-teaching teams that were observed and interviewed found that teachers
report planning time a challenge to co-teaching. They discussed a lack of shared planning time
between themselves and their co-teachers an obstacle to successful co-teaching. Ratcliff et al.
(2011) conducted a survey study involving 40 teachers also found that time to lesson plan
together is critical to ensuring both teachers are on the same page, share responsibility for
implementation, and can work to build a unified team teaching relationship where ideas and
thoughts are shared in a supportive, collaborative environment. Guise et al. (2017) also found
that a period of time where co-teachers can share planning is critical to co-teaching success.
When teachers are not provided such time one teacher may take responsibility for the lesson
planning, leaving the other to simply review the plans and have no real buy-in in the
implementation process, thus creating an unbalanced system.
Lack of Preparation
According to Carnahan et al. (2009), Nellis (2012), Ratcliffe et al. (2011), and
Scruggset al. (2007) lack of preparation is one of the largest issues for teachers working to
successfully implement a co-teaching approach. Carnahan et al. (2009) found that first year
teachers report working with other adults in the classroom as challenging (Carnahan et al.,
2009). This may be due in part to the notion that according to Ratcliff et al. (2011) teachers do
not receive training on how to guide and work with another adult in the early childhood
education classroom. As a result, teachers report feeling unprepared for the collaborative nature
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of co-teaching (Scruggs et al., 2007). Teacher preparation programs place a large emphasis on
subject competencies and may not prepare teachers for the realities of what it is like to work
with another adult to teach. Clinically rich teacher preparation programs are placing an
emphasis on clinical practice and working with expert educators so preservice teachers may
interweave theory with practice, all while studying with another (NCATE, 2010). This practice
naturally embeds the experience of working with another adult in the classroom, and serves to
prepare future educators more holistically.
Supports
The body of literature on co-teaching in preschool classrooms presents several supports
that may seek to address the challenges that exist in implementing a co-teaching model. These
supports include professional development, inquiry approach to teaching and learning,
participation in the selection of a teammate and teacher preparation.
Professional Development
Regularly scheduled professional development that allows teachers to meet to talk and
plan for the classroom together supports teachers as they work to teach as a team (Carnahan et
al., 2009; Jones et al., 2011; Rytivaara et al., 2012; Sosinsky et al., 2011; Strogilos et al., 2013;
Tuval et al.; 2011). According to Carnahan et al. (2009) and Jones et al. (2011) this professional
development should be ongoing and continue over time. It should be collaborative in nature,
allowing both teachers to step out of the classroom for a period of time and
communicate and collaborate with a common goal in mind (Jones et al., 2011; Strogilos et al.,
2013; Tuval et al., 2011). Rytivaara et al. (2012) discuss that professional development should
be grounded in the everyday actions of schools. Therefore, it should be related to practice and
allow teachers to communicate about real world experiences that they encounter in the
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classroom. Droogenbroek et al. (2014) and Nellis (2012) argue that using inquiry as a
framework for professional development meetings allows practitioners to link their teaching to
learning and engage in ongoing reflective practices. Utilizing inquiry as a collaborative
experience, where teachers need to work together to investigate answers to real work problems
that develop in practice will encourage not only a new lens with which to view teaching, but
also a collaborative structure to the classroom.
Coaching involving direct ongoing observation and immediate feedback may help to
create successful co-teaching (Stormont et al. 2012; Todd et al. 1999). Coaching, involving
direct observation, may allow team teachers to gain a third-party perspective on how their coteaching plays out in practice. This coaching could involve video recording to teachers may
see how they partner and should involve guidance on how to develop the teaming.
Buy-In
A few studies note that the buy-in for teachers working in co-teaching relationships is
critical for success (Bullough, 2015; Murata, 2002). Bullough (2015) conducted a multi case
study involving two teaching teams in a Head Start classroom. Surveys, interviews and
observations were conducted over the course of one year. Findings showed that when teachers
had a say in who they worked with, they were happier and their working relationships were
more productive. Allowing teachers to have a say in who they work with helps to ensure
teachers feel represented in their team and may make the teams more productive and positive.
Such a practice also helps to guarantee alignment between educational philosophies, teaching
styles, child rearing and beliefs (Murata, 2002). Murata conducted a case study of four
teaching teams that utilized multiple data sources to explore how team teaching informed
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teaching practices. He found that teacher choice was the most predominant element teachers
discussed when talking about their teaming success was their selection of their teammate.
Teachers discussed selecting teammates that shared philosophies, beliefs and had similar
attitudes and personalities. Teachers note the compatibility of their selected teammates with
their own styles of teaching helped create successful teaching relationships.
Teacher Preparation
It was noted that teacher preparation can serve to more adequately prepare preservice
teachers to work with another adult in the classroom (Rytivaara et al., 2012; Scruggs et al.,
2007; Strogilos et al., 2013, NCATE, 2010). Teacher preparation programs have begun making
strides toward being clinically rich; focusing on blending theory with practice and placing
preservice teachers in classrooms with expert educators so they may grow and develop their
practices with the support and guidance of the university supervisor and cooperating teacher.
These programs focus on reflective practice and the importance of working with a cooperating
teacher. Students that go through clinically rich teacher preparation programs may be better
prepared to work with other adults in the classroom, as their entire training has been
collaborative in nature (Rytivaara et al., 2012; Scruggs et al., 2007; Strogilos et al., 2013).
Summary
A review of the literature on co-teaching has provided an overview of the issues
surrounding the lack of a clear definition, challenges in implementing a co-teaching model and
some supports that have been helpful in successfully implementing a co-teaching approach to
teaching. While this research is helpful to understanding co-teaching in general, it does not
provide a comprehensive outlook of co-teaching in preschool classrooms. After conducting a
thorough review of the literature on co-teaching it became apparent that the studies I located
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did not have clearly articulated theoretical perspectives on co-teaching. It was my goal that
through this research I could contribute a clearer theoretical perspective on co-teaching and
increase its conceptual clarity. Most of the articles neglect this component of their work
completely, leaving the reader to make assumptions. Also, there is a general lack of research
conducted on co-teaching in preschool classrooms, and the majority of the research found deal
with special education classrooms and secondary education classrooms. In this study, I sought
to describe and gain understanding of co-teaching relationships in preschool classrooms by
exploring the nature of teachers’ co-teaching experiences. This study delved into the ways in
which co-teaching is manifested in preschool classrooms in an inquiry based laboratory
preschool. The following chapter addresses the methods, case selection, data sources and
analysis of this study.
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Chapter 3: Methods
This study sought to explore co-teaching relationships in preschool classrooms. The
purpose of this study was to describe and explain co-teaching relationships in preschool
classrooms by exploring the nature of teacher’s co-teaching experiences. In this study, I
investigated the ways in which co-teaching is manifested in preschool classrooms in a campus
laboratory preschool.
The research questions that guided this study were:
1.

What are teachers’ notions about co-teaching?

2.

What are co-teachers’ experiences working in preschool classrooms?

3.

How does care manifest in co-teaching relationships?

Because the purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of preschool
teachers and look closely at the issues they encounter, I chose to conduct a qualitative research
study. Qualitative research is a mode of inquiry with characteristics and assumptions that are
particularly well suited for the purpose of this study. Qualitative research seeks to understand the
world from the perspectives of those living in it (Hatch, 2002, p. 7). It is a naturalistic form of
research that utilizes the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection and emphasizes
the study of complexities and particularities of humans and their lived experiences (Stake, 1995).
My assumptions include the notion that there are multiple realities, my values and experiences
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strongly influenced this research, and that the social world is complicated and complex and
therefore it is impossible to differentiate any type of cause and effect (Lincoln &Guba, 1985).
As the researcher, I acknowledge that I influenced my participants and vice-versa.
Qualitative research is concerned with exploring particulars and is rooted in everyday life. I
explored personal experiences in this research and was not concerned with generalizing my
discoveries. Qualitative research also embraces the notion that as the researcher I am not value
neutral, that I brought my experiences, values and beliefs to this research. My own experiences
with co-teaching impacted how I conducted this study and the interactions I had with the
participants.
Multi-Case Study
I sought to understand the experiences of six teachers who taught in teams in three
preschool classrooms. A multi-case study methodology was selected based on its alignment to
the research question and study purposes. The list below summarizes the ways a multi-case
approach was the most fitting methodology for this study (Stake, 2006):
•I sought to explore the varied ways co-teaching is manifested indifferent
situations and classrooms in one preschool context
•I sought to explore different teachers’ perspectives on co-teaching
•I sought to provide an in-depth look at the experiences of four teachers
working in co-teaching teams
•I used multiple data collection methods including interviews, observations, and
document analysis
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•I sought to explore the views directly related to a phenomenon as they unfold in
practice
•I sought to refine and develop understanding of co-teaching rather than
generalize
Case Selection
Three teaching dyads, with a total of six individuals, were selected as the cases for
this study. Each of these three dyads is considered a case in this study. All of these teaching dyads
were newly formed teaching teams with the start of the school year in August 2017 serving as
their first times working with each other as co-teachers.
The Ash Classroom: Veronica and Hilary
Veronica had been a teacher at the preschool for eight years. Hilary had less
experience teaching and was in her second year teaching preschool. These two women started
off as co- teachers, but quickly became friends. Veronica was a very organized, orderly
individual and was known for being difficult to work with. She seemed to pride herself on her
systematic approach to teaching. She had a method that worked, and did not seem interested in
exploring new or innovative approaches to teaching. Hilary was quiet, sometimes painfully so,
and came and went from the preschool without much commotion. She only said “hello” if
spoken to first and always seemed to struggle to make eye contact with others. I did not have a
personal relationship with either Veronica or Hilary so studying them was an exciting event for
me. The Ash classroom door was always closed and they did not participate in the often daily
conversation amongst teachers about their students, classrooms, personal lives and nuances.
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This co-teaching teams story is an extremely contentious tale that involves anger,
misaligned teaching practices personal issues and controversy.
The Cypress Classroom: Emma and Caitlyn
Emma had been a teacher in her current classroom for four years and was pursuing a
Master’s Degree in Early Childhood Education. Emma had worked with two different women in
the classroom over the course of her time at the preschool and reported having problems with
both co-teaching relationships. She seemed to be greatly concerned about sharing responsibilities
with her co-teacher and expressed frustration when she felt her co-teacher did not support her.
She also discussed clear delineations between the “lead” teacher and the “assistant”
in our discussions together. She expressed beliefs regarding the responsibilities of each member
of the classroom co-teaching team involving lead’s conducting teaching and assistants “cleaning
tables”. At the start of this study Emma did not currently have a co-teacher for the school year.
After deliberation on multiple candidates Caitlyn was chosen to be Emma’s co- teacher. I believe
the fact that this was a newly forged co-teaching relationship provided an authentic opportunity
to watch the development of Emma and Caitlyn’s understandings about what co-teaching is and
how practices developed naturally.
The Eucalyptus Classroom 3: Eve and Kristen
This co-teaching team consisted of two women working in a classroom with
eighteen three and four year olds. Kristen was a new addition to the preschool staff at the time
of this study. Before beginning at the preschool, she worked as a kindergarten teacher at a
charter school for four years. She explained her reasons for leaving her previous school
position included lack of support, not enough teaching staff, and too much responsibility being
placed on the teachers to do the jobs of multiple people. Kristen held a Bachelor’s Degree in
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Elementary Education and was pursuing a Master’s Degree in Early Childhood Education. As
challenging as it is to enter a new school midway through the year, Kristen transitioned in
seamlessly and seemed to assimilate into the school community with ease. She often talked
about how different the preschool environment was than kindergarten and discussed getting
used to working with younger children and having to modify her expectations. Her history of
working alone as a kindergarten teacher and leaving the job because of this, make her an
interesting person to study for this research. Her negative experiences of isolation and desire to
be part of a team made her input in this study unique.
Eve had been with the preschool in some capacity for four years. She began as a
pre- service teacher at the preschool in an early field practicum experience and returned to
complete her final internship there. Since then she was a graduate student working half time as
a teacher and a full time student obtaining her Master’s Degree. Elizabeth was an incredibly
motivated teacher and individual. She had a “let’s get stuff done” attitude that came across in
lesson planning and classroom interactions. She was friends with everyone at the preschool and
always greeted everyone with a warm good morning and asked how you are. She seemed
genuinely interested in maintaining positive working relationships with the other teachers at the
preschool and the parents are fond of her.
Context
Each of these three co-teaching teams practiced within the context of a university
laboratory preschool in the Southeast United States. At the time this study was conducted, the
preschool contained four classrooms, nine teachers and approximately eighty children aged two
to five years old. The preschool is situated on a shaded lot on the outskirts of campus; there are
dozens of mature oak trees covering the preschool campus. When you entered the preschool the
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first things you noticed were the high ceilings and lack of natural light. After you walked
through a half-door you could see three classrooms on the right, and one large teaching space
on the left. These four classrooms were all different, however, there was a common thread that
united them. Attention had been paid to the aesthetics of each space. There were elements of
nature, calm colors and a home like vibe that you could sense in each space. Walking straight
past the classrooms out of the hall, you opened the door to the playground. It is a large space,
with lots of trees and was covered in dusty mulch. There was a slight slope that led you to the
playground play structure, coated in yellow and green that often was often transformed into a
“castle” by the young children that climbed and played on it.
The preschool was known as a site that demonstrated innovative and exemplary
practices in Early Childhood Education. Additionally, the school served as a site for teacher
education and research. The teachers at the preschool utilized the Project Approach as a
framework for engaging children in inquiry based learning experiences. It was clear that the
teachers at this preschool spent a great deal of time illustrating the work the children engaged
in through distilled documentation panels that covered the majority of the walls in the
classrooms and in the hallway. Teachers at this school engaged in weekly, hour long, lessonplanning sessions where co-teachers talked about the current status of their projects, next
week’s goals and then worked to brainstorm experiences that would challenge and develop
children’s development. These meetings were conducted with the preschool director, Megan,
who provided support, feedback and guidance to the teachers.
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History
The preschool has a long history of wanting to believe in and enact a co-teaching
model. However, it wasn’t until seven years ago that efforts were made to actualize a coteaching model in practice. Teachers are now expected to work in co-teaching teams, and are
provided some supports in doing this work, however this wasn’t always the case. The
preschool has a unique history in that within the last eleven years there have been four
different directors that have been tasked with creating a school climate that fosters coteaching. Each director that has been in charge has had wildly different interpretations about
what co-teaching is, what it should look like, and opinions on its importance. The teachers
that worked at the preschool, during this duration, have had the task of understanding and
enacting each different director’s expectations of this teaching model. This was difficult as
the majority of the directors could not articulate what they believed co-teaching to be, rather
it was a framework that was used to talk about practice: “We utilize a co-teaching approach to
design and implement curriculum.” This lack of clarity left teachers to interpret and enact coteaching in their own classrooms, behind their closed doors, on their own. Each team looked
different. Some co- teaching teams followed a hierarchical “lead and assistant” teacher model
where the leads implemented the curriculum and the assistants wiped tables and cleaned.
Other classrooms tried to follow a co-teaching model that was true to the definition used in
this study, but failed in that they were given no support other than a one-hour planning
session.
They were not given time to reflect and discuss the implications of their coteaching practices and entered a grey space where co-teaching was no longer discussed, but
touted, and was implemented with little to no authenticity. My own personal experiences
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involve co- teaching in an unhealthy, competitive relationship. My co-teacher and I had vastly
different beliefs and teaching philosophies and could not get past our differences. I remember
her telling me to “knock off my attitude” in front of children one time. And yet, the school
rhetoric still sold our classroom as a healthy co- teaching environment.
Data Sources
A distinguishing feature of case studies is the use of multiple data sources
(Flyvberg, 2013, Stake, 1995). I incorporated three data sources in this study as I sought to
explore three dyad’s experiences co-teaching: observations, interviews, and document
analysis. Through the combination of these data sources I gained a holistic, thorough
interpretation of the lived experiences of the six preschool co-teachers. I worked to coconstruct data with my participants through discussions as we engaged in dialogue to describe
and understand their experiences. I utilized the personal accounts of the six participants, and
our co-constructed data, to create vicarious experiences for the reader through thick
description.
This study was conducted over the course of eight weeks. In order to ensure that
my time spent generating data was done in such a manner that I did the multiple cases justice,
I entered each act of data collection with goals and allowed myself the flexibility to stay
longer in each classroom if needed and pending the participant’s approval. At the end of the
eight weeks, after carefully reviewing data I revisited my initial research questions and
determined if I generated enough data to answer them. Ultimately, I ended up modifying my
second research question and added a third that I felt needed to be addressed.
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Observations
Observations provide the researcher a vivid view into the world of the participants
(Janesick, 2011). I observed the co-teaching lesson-planning meetings in order to observe the
planning processes and the roles each teacher assumed in these sessions. I also conducted
classroom observations to observe the roles and dynamics played out in action, the natural
classroom happenings. A total of six hours of observations (classroom and lesson-planning
meetings) and six hours of interviews took place over the course of an eight-week long data
collection period. I created field notes, utilizing Merriam’s (2016) strategies for conducting
meaningful observations. She outlines the parameters with which observations should be
recorded.
Merriam (2016) states the researcher should describe the physical setting in which
the observation is conducted, the participants, the activities taking place, the interactions,
conversations and subtleties noted through the observation in a researcher journal. According
to Emerson et al. (2011) utilizing jottings during the observations and expanding these notes
immediately following observation to help make thick description possible. These jottings were
a brief written record of Merriam’s guidelines and were expanded upon immediately following
the completion of each observation with the purposes of portraying and bringing to life the
social world of the co-teachers. I also focused on recording my own behaviors during the
observations, as Merriam (2016) states that the combination of these elements will provide rich
data for analysis. In addition to constructing descriptive field notes from observation in the
classrooms and in the planning meetings, I also audio recorded and transcribed the teacher’s
lesson- planning meetings. By engaging in ongoing observation I was more likely to provide a
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holistic representation of the daily lives of the preschool co-teachers and their experiences coteaching.
Interviews
What we don’t see, we ask those who have (Stake, 1995). I incorporated the use of
semi- structured interviews (appendix A) to discover the participants’ beliefs, emotions and
experiences with co-teaching. Denzin (2001) states that interviewing is “a way of bringing the
world into play” (p. 24). I utilized interviews as a means to uncover the realities of the coteachers and their lived co-teaching experiences. I conducted six interviews, one for each
participant, with no time limits placed on them; they took as long as needed to allow for depth
and complexity. A total of six hours and eleven minutes of interviews were collected. Roulston
(2010) discusses the importance of incorporating the use audio recording during interview
sessions. I treated the interview talk as accounts and later transcribed and analyzed them for
sense making, interpreting the participants’ descriptions, justifications and explanations
(Roulston, 2010).
I employed a responsive approach to interviewing that values the give and take in the
conversation and focuses on the relationship development between the participants and myself.
Rubin et al. (2011) describe the River the Channel Approach to interviewing as following the
conversation wherever it goes, even if certain topics are ignored. This technique focuses on the
co-construction of data, allowing the researcher and participants to engage inauthentic dialogue
about a topic, sharing experiences and allows for conversation to flow naturally. It is my belief
that this method allowed me to uncover the realities of the participants, and not simply my
assumptions of their realities.

40

Video Elicitation Interviews
This study also incorporated the use of video elicitation interviews as a
participatory tool for data generation with participants. According to Powell (2005), in a video
elicitation interview the video serves as a catalyst for engaging in reflective dialogue, and is a
collaborative approach to interviewing. My goal for these interviews was to connect and gain
deeper insight into the participant’s emotions, feelings, thoughts and experiences related to coteaching. I felt that through analyzing footage of them “in the trenches”, working with their coteacher, in a safe environment together as a collaborative unit that I could more fully tap into
the elements and idiosyncrasies of their co-teaching relationships that wouldn’t be possible to
know from solely observing and interviewing them individually.
The classroom observations, where I video recorded each co-teaching team,
occurred one week following my lesson-planning meeting observations. I followed this data
cycle for each case, as during the lesson-planning meetings the teachers plan for the week
ahead. Therefore, I sought to listen to their plans for the next week, and observed specifically
how they dialogued about what each teacher would be responsible for, how the breakdown of
roles and duties were discussed, if at all, and any elements of collaboration. Then, I observed
each team in their classrooms the next week to see these plans in action. These classroom
observations were conducted during a typical center time on a day selected by the
participants. Given that children would be recorded informed consents were distributed to the
parents of all the students in the three classrooms recording would take place (Papademas,
2009). These consent forms were detailed and clearly explained the purposes of the study and
that the children were not the intended focus of the study, but that due to the nature of the
preschool classroom they would be included in the recording (Warr, Waycott, Guillemin, &
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Cox, 2016). Those parents that did not consent that their children participate in video
recording were moved to alternate classrooms for the one-hour video recording sessions.
I began each recording by entering the classroom and placing my iPad on a
countertop, above child reach, in a corner of the classroom I felt would provide the fullest
vantage point. I initially placed myself in a chair in a corner of the classroom, with my
computer to take notes, so as to not be in the way. I quickly discovered that given the active,
fast paced nature of preschool classrooms, leaving the iPad in one location would not allow me
to capture both teachers in the same frame during a large portion of the recording. I made the
on the spot decision to hold and walk with the camera, as to be sure that both teachers were
recorded adequately. At times this meant panning the camera back and forth across the room
as, in the Cypress Classroom, the teachers were at opposite ends of the classroom for the
majority of my video recording. This change to my initial data collection plan did not allow me
the opportunity to take notes with great detail as I spent a lot of time moving around with the
camera, so immediately following each classroom observation I sat down and recorded my
thoughts in my researcher journal.
As Papademas (2009) discusses, confidentiality is an ethical consideration that
researchers utilizing visual methods must consider. Following the completion of video
recording the footage was transferred, via a USB drive, from the iPad to my computer where
they were saved to my password protected dropbox and deleted from the USB drive. Upon
completion of the video recording I watched the footage the same day once fully through to
gain an understanding of what was recorded and the nature of the recordings. I watched each
video a second and third time and made note of those moments in the recording that I felt a
strong emotion, symbolizing a significant moment (Simpson & Che, 2016). Those emotions
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included surprise, tension, happiness and discomfort. I selected seven brief clips from the
Cypress Classroom and Eucalyptus Classroom cases video recording to review with the coteaching team. The video clips were selected based on their alignment with my research
questions and desire to understand more fully those experiences I observed but did not have
insight into.
During the elicitation interviews I utilized the method of video-stimulated accounts
as described by Theobald (2012). Theobald defines video-stimulated accounts as moving
beyond the idea of using video elicitation as a means for participant recall. This method
regards the accounts produced “as complex interactional resources that participants draw upon
to manage their interpretations with others as the video-recording is viewed (p. 33). This
method aligned with the qualitative nature of this study, as I sought to co-construct data with
the participants. The video elicitation interviews were conducted in the teacher lounge at the
study site, sitting in comfortable chairs gathered around my computer for viewing the video
clips together. These interviews were conducted as a group, with both teachers and myself. The
video elicitation interviews were open-ended and gave space for the participants to guide and
lead the conversation, to engage in dialogue and illustrate components of their relationship I
was not privy to without engaging in this collaborative form of interviewing. After viewing
each video clip I asked the co-teachers “tell me about what you saw” allowing them the
opportunity of guiding the interview. These informal interviews allowed me to interactively
discuss their experiences, not as a means to report on their thoughts or motivations behind the
clips we observed, but as a means for interaction and construction of data as a group.
I conducted two video elicitation interviews, totaling an hour and ten minutes
between the Cypress and Eucalyptus classrooms. Four video clips were reviewed for the
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Cypress room and three video clips were analyzed with the Eucalyptus classroom. I was unable
to conduct an elicitation interview with the Ash classroom, as their co-teaching relationship
ended abruptly and without warning, not allowing me the opportunity to complete their date
generation cycle to completion. While this data would have been extremely insightful,
considering the adverse nature of their co-teaching relationship, with qualitative studies comes
the unpredictability of human experience. Things may change and circumstances can alter in
the blink of an eye, as was the situation with Hilary and Veronica; eliminating the possibility of
me completing my data generation cycle to conclusion. Their co-teaching relationship dissolved
before I was able to complete data generation with them; their story is discussed in Chapter 4
more fully.
Documents
The co-teacher’s lesson planning documents were reviewed to analyze the
enactment of each team’s teaching practices. Data collected from the observations of the
lesson planning meetings served as a foundation with which to view and analyze the
documents. Elements including which co-teacher planned and implemented what and how
were represented in the lesson plans. These documents were analyzed as a group involving
both the participants and myself. These documents served as an interview point that allowed
me to see the intentionality behind the two teachers collaborating by discussing what each
teacher was in charge of in the classroom, as reflected in their jointly created lesson plans.
Researcher Journal
I utilized a researcher journal during data collection to capture my data record along
with my personal reflections, wonderings and initial interpretations including commentaries
and analytic memos. According to Emerson et al. (2011), recording field notes allows the
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researcher to provide thick description and narrative. I utilized a researcher journal to record
jottings while I conducted observations, and extended these jottings immediately after, using
them as a tool for reflectivity and interpretation. I utilized this journal during each of the six
(classroom and lesson planning) observations, six interviews and two video-elicitation
interviews. This journal was a space for in-field analysis, personal interpretations and selfreflexivity. For each research text I constructed, I included analytic memos to capture my initial
interpretations. I also journaled reflectively, as needed, as events occurred that provoked me
with wonderings or thoughts that I wanted to later revisit, emotions, or instances that I felt
deserved further thought amongst the research team (myself and the participants). This journal
was kept and reviewed daily during data analysis. This practice allowed me to dig deeper into
my own words and thoughts (Janesick, 2011).
Table 1. Data Sources and Total
Data Source

Total

Individual Teacher Interviews

6

Lesson-Planning Meetings

3

Classroom Observations

3

Lesson Plan Review

3

Video-Elicitation Interviews

2

Researcher Journal Entries

21
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Data Analysis
All data generated during this course of this study was stored digitally on an
external hard drive and via Dropbox. Each co-teaching team was given a folder and within
that each individual teacher a folder. Individual data including teacher interviews was stored
in individual folders and joint data was stored on the co-teaching team folder. The audio
recordings of teacher interviews, lesson-planning meetings, video-elicitation interviews and
video-recordings of classroom observations were all constructed into data records.
Table 2. Total Time Spent in the Field

I began data analysis by utilizing an inductive approach to coding all the data, as
my goal was to generate new knowledge on co-teachers’ experiences and the nature of coteaching in preschool classrooms. As Stake (1995) discusses, case study analysis seeks to
uncover the realities constructed by participants. Data analysis was done concurrently with data
collection (Stake, 1995). Initial interpretations were recorded in my researcher journal through
analytic memos.
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After transcribing all of the data I utilized a two-phase approach to coding, as
proposed by Saldana (2009). According to Saldana (2013) coding can be considered “a word or
short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative
attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 3). For the first or initial phase,
open coding was done segment by segment, and codes of a similar style were used to ensure
cohesion. I utilized an axial coding approach for the second phase of coding. Axial coding
seeks to determine the dominant codes by removing redundant codes and eliminating
synonyms. The goal of this two phase coding is to achieve saturation (Saldana, 2009).
Following Ryan & Bernard’s (2003) process I followed the pattern of moving from
codes to categories to themes and sub- themes with data analysis. These themes were
winnowed down, isolating the themes that were most important. Themes were ranked
hierarchically and linked to theoretical models to strengthen and support the themes.

Figure 3. Data Analysis Breakdown
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Reflexivity
I have deep, personal connections to the study site and the teachers that comprise
this case study. I worked at the study site for eleven and a half years as a preschool teacher. I
know three of the six teacher participants and had worked with them for many years. I believe
that my familiarity with the preschool and the teachers involved in this case study should be
viewed as a strength. We were already comfortable with each other and had relationships that I
believe allowed us to explore their experiences more deeply and authentically, as I believe our
relationship helped to ensure an honest account of their experiences, contributing strongly to
the validity of this study. Additionally, I worked to build a relationship with the newer teachers
that participated in this study and hoped to make them comfortable with me by sharing my own
experiences and working to be a colleague rather than “the researcher”. I did not want to
present myself as an all-knowing figure, I focused on making it known that I was a researcher
hoping to gain knowledge from their practices; that there was no right or wrong way of doing
things. As coworkers we had mutual respect for each other and I was familiar with their
teaching beliefs and practices. As Emerson et al. (2011) discuss, my relationships with the
participants do not contaminate this research; rather they have the potential to strengthen my
interpretations.
According to Stake (1995) case study research is highly personal. As a researcher I
brought all of my experiences, beliefs, preconceptions and biases toward co-teaching to this
research and my knowledge of each teacher also impacted this work. My personal experiences
as a member of a co-teaching team directly impact the lens with which I conducted this study.
My passion for this topic and personal connections to it, no doubt, drove this study, and as
such, I chose to adopt the role of passionate participant (Guba et al., 1994). I cannot be
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separated from my experiences and therefore I brought them with me to this research and they
were shared with the participants and used as a basis for co- constructing data with the
participants. As a passionate participant I shared my own co-teaching experiences with the
participants and worked to develop and build relationships with them. I believe that strong
relationships helped to ensure comfort and willingness on their part, and hopefully contributed
to the open sharing of feelings and experiences and rich data for analysis.
Quality
Guba & Lincoln’s (1985) criteria for quality informed the design of this study.
Thefollowing four components of quality were considered: credibility, confirmability,
dependability and transferability. By addressing these four components of quality, I aimed to
create a study that adds to the knowledge in the early childhood education field.
Credibility
Credibility can be understood as confidence in the “truth” of my findings (Guba &
Lincoln, 1985). As case study research focuses on depth, thoroughness, detail and the use of
personal accounts and richness, elements of trustworthiness and credibility must be addressed.
According to Merriam (2016) and Tracy (2010) thick description is a means of credibility in
qualitative research. In addition, member checks were incorporated to enhance my
interpretation of meanings I constructed with the participants. These member checks
encouraged the participants to read through the findings and engage in reflective discussion
about their responses to the interpretations (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Tracy (2010) advocates
for the use of member checks; however, she calls them member reflections. This term is
utilized in research as member reflections open the research up to collaboration, reflection and
complexity by inviting the participants to review and discussing the findings (Tracy, 2010).
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Upon completion of each individual case and at the completion of writing this
dissertation I disseminated it to four of the six participants to allow them the opportunity to
read, reflect and engage in a dialogue about their ideas and beliefs of the findings. At the time
this dissertation was completed and I was conducting member reflections with individual coteachers both Veronica and Hilary no longer worked at the preschool and I had no way of
getting in touch with them. Consequently, I was unable to conduct a member check with them
and provide them the opportunity to read theircase and the findings. Therefore, Case 1 and its
interpretations and findings are solely mine and did not involve any type of outside participant
involvement that would provide an alternate opinion or belief about that data.
Confirmability
Confirmability is the degree to which the interpretations I make can be
corroborated by others (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). According to Thomas (2016) “viewing from
several points is better than viewing from one” (p. 67). I utilized triangulation as discussed by
Thomas (2016). He discusses utilizing triangulation as a means for drilling deep and from
different directions using different methods. I used the combination of observations, interviews
and my researcher journal to “drill deep” into my data and look at it from multiple angles so
that I may have come to understand it more fully. My researcher reflexivity was also used as a
confirmability technique. Through being open and up-front about my connections to the study
site, participants and research topic and journaling about my research process as it unfolds and
how these connections impacted my research throughout the process, I could account for how
my preconceptions and personal experiences may have shaped this study.
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Ethical Considerations
Case study research is highly interpretive (Stake, 1995) and involves working with
people’s personal accounts of their lives. According to Tracy (2010) relational ethics involves
respecting the relationships that are created during research and to value the individual identities
of the participants. It is through this intimate relationship that co-constructions can be made, as
trust is built and connections are forged. However, with such closeness comes ethical issues
concerning the protection and anonymity of the participants and their experiences. An IRB
(Institutional Review Board) was completed to ensure precautions to protect the participant’s
identities was submitted and approved, and all participants were consented, therefore they had
the option of participating in this study and had the right to cease participation at any point if
they so wished. Those consented included not only the teacher’s participating, but also the
children in the classroom as video recording was involved. Consents were handed out to all
families and those children that were not consented were placed with another group for the brief
observations. Participants were assigned pseudonyms for this dissertation so that readers are not
able to identify them. Data was stored digitally in a password protected Dropbox and external
hard drive that only I, the researcher had access to.
As this study involved studying humans and the complexities of their daily lives
tensions were expected to occur during data collection. This study presents six different teacher
voices, each with their own individualities and uniqueness. As the researcher I portrayed the
voices of those participants and was tasked with the responsibility of portraying their complex,
highly intricate stories. However, I acknowledge that language is limited and it does not
provide a map or picture to the world of the participants (Gergen & Gergen, 2000). To help
ensure that I told the story the participant’s want told, I utilized triangulation (Thomas, 2016).
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Ultimately though, I am the storyteller, and this work will contain my interpretations and is
impacted by my own experiences and history as a co-teacher. To ensure the reader understands
this I am as honest as possible in explaining those experiences, values and beliefs that I brought
to this work so that they may understand the stories I present are my interpretations of them.
Conclusion
I believe that the findings from this research contribute to a body of literature that
needs development. Exploring co-teaching relationships in preschool classrooms is critical, as
communication and collaboration characterize teaching in preschool classrooms (Allen et al.,
2015). Studying this topic has implications for early childhood teacher preparation programs
and preschools. By exploring the complex relationships of co-teachers we may begin to
understand the supports that need to be put in place to ensure successful co-teaching can occur
in practice. These implications have impacts on early childhood teachers and children in
preschool classrooms.
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Chapter 4: A Case of a Dissolved Co-Teaching Relationship
Researcher: So do you feel like having two teachers co-teach in a classroom is better than just
one? Do you feel like it’s more beneficial to children?
Veronica: …Absolutely not.
Veronica and Hilary work in the Ash classroom with twelve two year olds. Veronica has
been with the preschool for eleven years and Hilary is a newbie, only in her second year.
Veronica and Hilary are the two teachers I know the least. They keep to themselves, stay within
the confines of their classroom and rarely engage in conversation with any of the other teachers.
I get the vibe they prefer it this way; they are happy in their bubble and it seems as though the
other teachers do not mind not being close with them. Veronica is tall and thin with long dirty
blonde hair that she parts down the middle. Hilary is also tall and thin, however her dirty blonde
hair appears dyed and the length makes Veronica’s look short. She sports bangs and I notice her
playing with her hair a lot. She is often touching the ends, spinning them around her fingers or
just simply petting it. Veronica is a loud talker and tends to laugh after she finishes her
statements: “Gosh, eleven years! I don’t know the exact dates, so we’ll say eleven years (she
laughs heartily after making this statement about how long she has been an employee at the
preschool). Hilary is much more reserved and shy. She is often difficult to talk to as her
discomfort is palpable. She avoids eye contact, plays with her hair, shifts her weight and often
says “um”. If you pass her in the hallway she will never be the first person to say hello, instead
she will divert her eyes and awkwardly bypass you.
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My past experiences with Veronica have been strained. She strikes me as someone who
likes to control all aspects of her classroom and in the ten years I’ve worked with her we have
never really had a conversation, aside from casual pleasantries. I know very little about her
personally and vice versa. My experiences with Hilary are very limited as well, however due to
different reasons. She started as a preservice teacher completing her final internship while I was
on maternity leave and when I returned she was moved to the two-year-old classroom where the
door was always closed and curtains were often drawn.
Lack of Connect
Right off the bat Hilary and Veronica struck me as an unlikely team; the dominant and
the passive. I was extremely curious to see how their personalities played out in their coteaching dynamic and how things ultimately worked out in their classroom. Both had Bachelor
Degrees in Early Childhood Education, while Veronica additionally earned a Master’s Degree.
Their time disparities and experience as teachers was of interest to me. Veronica has admittedly
worked with many other people in the classroom, she stated “I’ve worked with a lot of coteachers. I’ve probably had some of the most co-teachers…it’s sad” then she laughed. These
two teachers struck me as polar opposites, quiet and loud, controlling and passive, shy and selfassured. What was similar was their disconnect from the other teachers at the preschool, they
both seemed content behind their closed classroom door. They had very little communication
with other teachers, I remember always having to be their first person to say hello to either of
them. They could walk by you in the hall without any greeting or contact.
Veronica and Hilary had an extremely tenuous relationship. When they first started
teaching together they were happy. I often remember them laughing, sharing food and enjoying
each other’s company. However, their relationship took a turn for the worse when a third
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member joined their teaching team. Savannah, the preservice teacher was beautiful, thin and in
her early twenties. Her blonde hair trailed well beyond her waist and her and Veronica
immediately hit it off. The two worked the same hours, as Savannah was responsible for
assuming Veronica’s job duties as part of her final internship requirements. The two teachers
seemed to become friends quickly, and Hilary was pushed to the side rather abruptly. As I
watched them I could see Hilary eyeing the two with what seemed like either jealousy or
regret. Hilary did not cope with this addition to her co-teaching relationship. Her envy was
palpable, the tension between the three teachers was thick and often made me uncomfortable
when I observed them. Hilary had been displaced, pushed aside and discarded.
The following themes discussed below explain Veronica and Hilary’s complicated coteaching relationship.
Voices at the Planning Table
Isolation
The office is a small square room with a round table and a few chairs around it and a
desk that the director, Megan, sits behind. There is a wall of books and folders behind the
director and the walls are a drab beige color. The copy machine randomly makes mechanical
noises as teachers around the school send documents for printing. After a few minutes they file
in quietly. Veronica is followed by Savannah, the preservice teacher completing her final
internship in the Ash classroom, who is closely trailed by Hilary. Veronica sits down first
across the desk from the director, Savannah and Hilary take seats at opposite ends of the round
table behind Veronica’s back. They all rotate their bodies so that they are facing the director,
however, the three teachers don’t seem to notice that they are not facing each other. Veronica
holds the lesson plans in her hand and pages through them as the director begins “All right, so
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where are we at?” Veronica jumps right in detailing the state of the classroom and their plans
for next week. As she talks Hilary quietly swivels in her chair, she has her phone in her hand
and she glances at it a few times. She looks back and forth between an empty chair and Megan.
Savannah looks at her computer and types feverishly, not seeming to notice anyone else in the
room. Veronica and Megan continue, discussing Savannah’s soon to be adoption of Veronica’s
duties. As a preservice teacher completing her final internship Savannah must take over her
cooperating teacher’s duties, thus completing her final requirement before graduation. Having
three teachers in this classroom is a new dynamic for Veronica and Hilary. Savannah is
Veronica’s first final intern and I sense some tension between the three.
As I observe the teachers lesson plan time is slowly ticking away. I take note that it has
been fifteen minutes and Hilary has not spoken a word during this meeting. This is odd as
lesson- planning is an hour long weekly meeting that co-teaching teams have to communicate
and collaborate about what is happening in the classroom. However, Hilary seems
uncomfortable. At 12:42pm, nine minutes after the meeting has started the other women engage
in rapid conversation while Hilary shifts her weight and puts her elbows on the table, staring
into space. 12:48, still silence; she leans back, stares at the ceiling and slowly pets her hair in a
methodically rhythmic motion. 12:50, someone’s phone dings, Hilary begins braiding her hair.
No one tries to include her in the conversation, no one even glances at her. Finally, at 1pm,
twenty-seven minutes after this meeting has begun, Megan asks Hilary “what about music and
movement?” The room seems to stop; Veronica and Savannah spin their heads to look at
Hilary. Her response is immediate, but she speaks with a shaky, quiet voice, “I haven’t really
done much with it yet. Um, I’ve kind of been shadowing my friend again”.
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Hilary spoke a total of 38 words the entire time the thirty-minute lesson-planning
meeting took place, and she spoke only after being directly spoken to. She appeared
uncomfortable the entire time and it seemed as though she was not even a part of the team. Her coteaching team was going through the addition of a new member, Savannah, and it seemed as though
Hilary was having some difficulty with this transition. During the meeting Veronica and Savannah
spoke with Megan, engaging in a rapid paced dialogue about Savanna’s progress, how she was doing in
the room, how the children were faring and what each of those teachers, respectively, were responsible
for implementing. Hilary was silent, she fidgeted a lot, played with her hair, checked her phone and
stared into space and no one seemed to notice. To me this was odd, as my lesson- planning meetings
with Megan involved all teachers and involved a sense of collaboration from everyone about what type
of Project work we wanted to implement over the next week. I personally, have been a part of meetings
where there is not only teacher autonomy, every teacher speaks up, but also collaboration, as all teachers
come together with the common goal of designing high quality lessons that will challenge and develop
the children in the class. So The Ash teacher’s dynamic was foreign to me.

Hilary was excluded from the group dynamic, whether this isolation was self- imposed
or a result of her co-teacher Veronica matching more with Savannah is unknown. However, it is
apparent their isolation taking place here. And not just any type of isolation, but the type of
burning, deeply hurtful isolation that can only occur when a friend has cut you off. During her
individual interview with me Hilary opened up about her co-teaching relationship. She
discussed her feelings about inclusion with me in the following excerpt.
Researcher: What do you think co-teaching should look like in preschool
classrooms? I hear you say that communication is very important, what
else do you think contributes to successful co-teaching relationships?
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Hilary: Everyone has to be on the same page. Communication is a big part. Bringing in
new people… Educational background should not matter- everyone should be
included.”
Here Hilary alludes that bringing in a third person to their co-teaching team has in some
way changed her and Veronica’s co-teaching relationship. Her statement about inclusion
highlights that this practice may not have been taking place behind closed doors in the Ash
Room. The friendship that once existed between Veronica and Hilary has dissipated. In this
excerpt Hilary shares her feelings about being pushed out of her friendship by making me read
between the lines. By discussing the importance of inclusion, I believe she was experiencing
feelings of exclusion, of not being Cared For. Employing an Ethics of Care theoretical
framework, I believe that Hilary was experiencing a lack of care. She felt safe and secure in her
relationship with Veronica and this abruptly changed. Her friendship ended after she was
replaced by another adult. Her hurt and pain are tangible. I believe that because she experienced
feelings of displacement and no care from her co-teacher, her former friend, her entire attitude
and feelings toward Veronica have done a complete turn-around. She was scrambling for
anything, any feelings of care she could connect to, but Veronica did not deliver these.
Conflicting Perspectives about Teaching
Once their friendship had flipped, I observed Veronica and Hilary have a few episodes of
strained, frustrated interactions. In one particular instance I noted the following in my researcher
journal:
Today, during rest time, I could hear a child screaming from Ash classroom. I
knew Hilary was alone in the classroom with the children as Veronica and Savannah
were engaging in a meeting about Savannah’s progress. I stuck my head in the Ash
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Room and asked if everything was ok. Hilary looked frazzled and overwhelmed as the
children were all awake and one child was running around the classroom screaming in
defiance. She insisted she did not need help, I left and let her know if she needed me I
was right across the hall.
About five minutes later Hilary walked out holding the hand of child that was
screaming. She asked if I could please keep her in my classroom. I responded that I
could, of course, and Hilary returned to her room. Shortly after Veronica and Savannah
returned from a meeting Veronica noticed the child sleeping in my classroom. She asks
what happened and appeared to become very frustrated. She walked to the Ash Room
and within a few moments she and Hilary were in the hallway engaging in what
appeared to be a tense, awkward conversation.
During my interview with Veronica I directly asked her about this event and the impact
it had on her and Hilary’s co-teaching relationship.
Researcher: Ok, can you tell me about a time when your current
co-teaching relationship was strained? Do you feel like current naptime struggles
frustrate you?
Veronica: (laughs) I mean that frustrates anyone, I’m sure.
Researcher: How do you handle it? Do you feel like that is a time when your
relationship is strained?
Veronica: I mean; I don’t really get frustrated with the kids. I mean my expectation with
the kids is when the lights are off they stay on their cots, and that they have a
quiet mouth. They don’t have to sleep. I mean, most of them do. Maybe
(inaudible) % of the time they sleep. Like 9 or 10 of the kids always sleep. But
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there’s a couple, like that one day they’re just not tired. It just depends. As long
as they’re quiet and not getting off their beds.
Researcher: So, if the frustration isn’t with the kids, is the frustration with your coteacher?
Veronica: I mean...like it just depends on the situation. I know recently there’s been
some naptime stuff, I’m very strong about not taking kids out of the classroom
because I feel like if I’m struggling with a kid the minute I take them out they
lose a lot of respect for me as a teacher, as a role model for them. And then the
next time I encounter that situation it’s going to be ten times harder for me to
work with that child. Because the last time I just pushed them aside, brought
them out of the classroom. And they’re like “oh, well I don’t have to deal with
Ms. Veronica because if I just keep pushing her buttons then I win and I get to
go play in Megan’s office or get to go be around other teachers”. Or whatever
the case is. Wherever they go. So I’m really strong about not taking them out,
unless they’re causing harm to themselves, like physical harm to themselves
or others. And that’s a little different but I mean, most of the time that’s not
the case. That’s why you never see my kids out of the room, very rarely.
Researcher: But last week they were out...
Veronica: We had a child leave the room and I did have a talk with H about it I told her
I said that this week we’re going to have to figure out something that works. So,
if that means when you come back from break that you sit with this child while
I’m still in the classroom at the beginning of the week to help that child fall
asleep then that’s what we’ll do. If you need to take your break at 12:30 instead
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of 12 and you sit with that child the first 30 minutes of nap while I’m still in the
room the first part of the week then that’s what we need to do. But, like you
can’t rely on me to stop my schedule, and I can’t rely on you to stop your
schedule because of one child that out of nowhere is starting this,.. Like you
can’t just...
Researcher: Did she receive that information well?
Veronica: Umm I think it was kind of a neutral at that point because things had
happened already and there’s no point harping on something. I mean you can
kind of judge just based on what’s going on, um... but, I did explain to her that
now that she did take that child out it will be ten times harder for her to gain that
child’s respect at naptime now. Cause now naptimes different- different attitude
then when they get to play and run around. So it’s gonna be harder I said. But
that’s something you have to realize now. What’s done is done, now you have to
work with what’s going on. So, I’m here, do it when I’m in the room cause it’s
gonna be even harder if I’m not in the room. So, I’m just trying to make her
aware that this is the time to do it because if we don’t do it the first part of the
week, when I’m out the last two days of the week it’s gonna be very, very tough.
Use me while I’m in there as a support otherwise I’m not gonna be able to help
you Thursday and Friday when I’m out of the room.
This exchange illustrates where Hilary and Veronica did not see eye to eye on discipline
and classroom management. The two teachers had different philosophies when it came to
handling challenging behavior in the classroom. Hilary removed the child from the room, while
Veronica was very clear this was not a practice she agreed with and shared her reasoning as to
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why with Hilary in the tense conversation I observed outside of their classroom shortly after the
incident happened. This phenomenon was discussed in findings from literature related to coteaching.
When teachers have clashing beliefs regarding teaching philosophies, appropriate
practices and different teaching styles tensions will develop and create a strained co-teaching
relationship (Devecchi et al., 2010; Han et al., 2010; Ratcliff et al., 2011; Rytivaara et al., 2012;
Nellis, 2002). This inconsistent with what I observed of Veronica and Hilary’s relationship.
While both teachers individually discuss their first year co-teaching starting out positive and
strong, over time tensions developed.
Hilary: Last year was great, we communicated, responsibilities were divided pretty
equally.
Veronica: Yea, it was fun. We would kind of wrap it up every 2-3 weeks and move onto
something else that the kids wanted to do. Very busy, but very fun. It worked out
really well.
These tensions developed as a result of incompatibility in teaching styles and
philosophies. Veronica illustrates a more controlling, authoritative teaching style than Hilary in
the excerpts above. The two teachers do not see eye to eye, and it appears that over time this
erupted and their co-teaching relationship became extremely strained and challenging.
Wearing a Mask
Hilary and Veronica shared conflicting stories about the success and health of their coteaching relationship. In her individual interview with me Veronica was indirect about sharing a
time when her and Hilary’s co-teaching relationship was strained and I had to continue to push
her to talk and share her feelings with me. However, when Hilary and I spoke she was much
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more open with me regarding her opinions about the current status of her co-teaching
relationship.
Researcher: You’ve discussed what you think co-teaching should look like, does that fit
with what co-teaching actually looks look like in your classroom? Do you think
you have a successful co-teaching relationship?
Hilary: Unfortunately, no…we communicated and were on the same page, but not
now…
In my researcher journal I noted an interaction I had with Veronica immediately
following our individual interview.
I left my interview with Veronica and returned to my classroom to resume
teaching duties. It was rest time so I quietly sat down at a rectangular table to do some
work while the children rested. As soon as I sat Veronica approached me and states
“so, I’m sure you’re aware about what’s going on with Hilary by now.” I was shocked
as we literally just finished our interview where I asked her about the state of her coteaching relationship. I look at her and let her continue talking. She discusses how
challenging things have been, between naptime struggles and classroom tensions their
relationship is struggling and things with Hilary have been escalated to the
administrative level at the preschool. She speaks with self-assurance and does not seem
at all saddened by this, she speaks matter of factly. I am struck by her lack of emotion;
does she almost seem pleased by this turn of events? Most importantly, I am shocked
that Veronica did not share this information five minutes before during our interview.
Why would she be untruthful to be while the audio recorder was on? What is different
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about telling me about this now than five minutes ago? I begin to wonder what else she
left out of the interview.
Based on the inconsistencies that exist between my interview with Veronica, her
omissions of truth to me following our conversation and Hilary’s bleak view of their co-teaching
relationship, it seems as though Veronica was concerned with wearing a mask. She portrayed an
inaccurate representation of the status of her and Hilary’s co-teaching relationship to the public.
I believe the discrepancies that existed between Veronica’s interview and candid dialogue
illustrate that she must believe that co-teaching relationships should appear to be successful and
mostly harmonious, as why else would she have omitted the truth? This speaks to how coteaching practices are situated within the preschool culture and may have roots in their previous
friendship. It is possible Veronica felt pressure from school administration that she should be in a
successful co-teaching relationship, but much preferred the notion of independently running the
classroom. The school culture at the preschool advocated for co-teaching, it was against a
hierarchical approach to teaching relationships, they had moved away from a lead and assistant
teacher. Maybe Veronica felt pressure to embody this philosophy, however, just found it
challenging to enact it.
Desire for Control
Veronica had the most incredibly organized classroom cabinets I had ever seen. Odds
and ends were sorted into and labeled with a label maker, papers in her teacher clipboard were
color- coded and sorted into labeled folders, and she is the only person I have ever known to
balance her checkbook. Once a week in the lobby before the preschool opened for business she
would pull out of all of receipts and write them in her checkbook, as though an online banking
system wasn’t trustworthy enough to maintain accurate records. To say Veronica was a
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controlling person would be an understatement; she would often butt heads with Megan, the
director over rules and regulations. She would speak with such self-assurance and always ended
statements with a forced, awkward laugh. As though her aggression was funny, or maybe to
lighten the mood of the space that she had just made tense and uncomfortable. She would spar
with Megan publically during staff meetings in front of the entire teaching staff. I remember
being uncomfortable during meetings on more occasions than I can count.
I remember arriving to work early one morning and being the first person to enter the building.
When I entered the alarm began sounding and I panicked and couldn’t remember my alarm
code to turn it off. I called Veronica for her code, pleaded with her on the phone as the alarm
screamed at me. She told me that as per protocol, she was not permitted to share her code with
me. Veronica was always very concerned with rules and regulations, so much so that it got in
the way of her relationship with coworkers. It is clear from the transcripts of my lessonplanning meeting observation that she controlled the floor. She did the majority of the talking,
affording the others in the room very little time to speak. Hilary discusses never being allowed
to use the classroom iPad to conduct documentation.
Hilary: I Never touched iPad for documentation. I never get to use the Kaymbu. I
wouldn’t even remember how at this point. I was a final intern when Kaymbu was
piloted, so I was responsible for using it. When I left the Holly Room I
actually had to show Kendall how to use it. Like, “this is how I make story
boards, this is what I do to make it easier...” And now I haven’t touched it in 2
years. Last year I used a small pink digital camera and had to remove the SD
card, put it in my computer to download pictures. It was a lot of extra steps.
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Researcher: Yea, I noticed during my observation that you were using a small pink
tablet to take pictures that I didn’t recognize.
Hilary: Yea, now I use my own tablet to take pictures and do my documentation.
Hilary discussed her frustration in not being allowed to use the classroom technology to
complete her required teaching tasks. She had to go to such measures as to buy her own tablet
to use for documentation in the classroom. This is a direct measure she took due to Veronica’s
control of the classroom iPad. Every classroom at the preschool is afforded an iPad to share
amongst co-teachers so they could take photographs and document the work they do in the
classroom, a required component of the job. However, Veronica didn’t let Hilary touch it. I
believe this was due to her need to control the classroom. This could be due to her history,
which she touched upon during our interview.
Veronica: She got let go. And then I was by myself I think a month or a month and a
half before they hired Amber (a former assistant teacher).
Researcher: Did you have any help at that point? Veronica: No, I was solo in there.
Researcher: Ok, so, I’m assuming during that time you were responsible, solely, so
when- this was a long time ago… Veronica: Yea it was.
Researcher: When somebody entered your room at that point you would have been like,
this is the way I’m doing things, this is the way things work?
Veronica: Yea, this is the way things are going on..this is where you can find our
lessons. Ok, when you come in...or...I’ll just let you know if I need you
somewhere in particular. Or I can let you know what’s going on, you can
choose an area to help the kids out. Since I was doing it by myself, it wasn’t
like, I need you here. Because I didn’t have anybody during center time.
66

Researcher: So, do you feel like since you-do you feel like that experience has impacted
how you look at other co-teaching relationships? Meaning you had to be very
um, responsible, you were the sole person in charge of that class, do you feel like
some of that dominance- I keep using dominance, and it’s not necessarily
dominance. But, some of that um, the ownership of having to do things, having
to get things done. Do you think that has affected any of your future co-teaching
relationships?
Veronica: I think it just made me feel more confident in my own skills. I didn’t really
have much of an option (laughs). It was either sink or swim at that point. It was
either you do it, or it just doesn’t happen.
Veronica discussed that she was alone in a classroom when she started working at the
preschool, that her co-teacher was not hired for some time. She shared having to do things on
her own or they wouldn’t get done, being responsible solely for the happenings of the
classroom and having exclusive responsibility of the space. This experience may have
impacted how she regarded working with others. I believe this “one-man island” attitude
towards teaching followed her into the practices I observed in this study. In combination with
Hilary’s lack of confidence, shorter time in the field and meeker and passive personality it was
the perfect storm. It should be mentioned that I believe it is possible Veronica and Hilary’s
former friendship may have been built upon this desire for control. No one mentioned this
outwardly, however, based on my knowledge of the two and the observations I had of them as
a co- teaching team, I wonder to what extent did Veronica control Hilary in their friendship? I
think Hilary was searching for care and friendship and found that in Veronica. However, for a
friendship to end so quickly makes me wonder how authentic that relationship really was. I am
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left wondering if Veronica befriended Hilary because it was in her best interest to do so. It is
clear that those feelings of connection felt so real to Hilary, but Veronica is not fazed by the
altered phase of their relationship, speaking directly to the power dynamics in their friendship.
Deterioration
As I have mentioned above, during data generation Veronica and Hilary’s struggles
come to a climax. Hilary was removed from the Ash Room because tensions became so high
and she became melancholy and extremely unhappy with her co-teaching situation. As I
watched this major change unfold I was struck by how nonchalant and disconnected Veronica
seemed. If it’s possible, she seemed happier than she had been in a while. I witnessed multiple
closed-door meetings with Hilary and the director. Much to my surprise I was eventually called
into a meeting where the director shared that she was moving Hilary into my classroom, that
we would become co-teachers. I was surprised by this news but optimistic, however, I
ultimately never had the opportunity to work with Hilary. In the days leading up to Hilary
joining me she appeared to be breaking down.
I walk into the office to get a paper off the printer and find Hilary crumpled in a ball on
the floor, bawling, wiping her nose and looking at her phone. I fight off my shock and ask her if
there is anything I can do, and ask if she is ok. She shares she is unhappy with the decision that
she is to leave the Ash classroom; that she feels displaced and wants to stay and work on her
relationship with Veronica. She keeps repeating that Veronica is her dear friend, and that she feels
they can work past this hump. She expresses sadness, that she feels she was pushed aside for
Savannah, but ultimately believes that when Savannah completes her internship and leaves the
classroom that her relationship with Veronica will resume its normal status. She tells me she does
not want to work with the older preschool age children with me in the Butterfly room, that her
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passion is with the younger children. She tells me she is awkward and uncomfortable around five
year olds; that she doesn’t know how to talk to them. She goes in circles, crying and sharing her
sadness. It is as though she is experiencing a loss: the loss of a friend, the loss of a safe space, the
loss of comfort and security.
The next day I received word that Hilary had quit, ultimately stating that she would
rather leave the preschool than work in a classroom with older preschool aged children. No one
got the opportunity to say goodbye, she gathered her things and left quietly. It was a rather
abrupt end to her service, and one that made the other teachers at the preschool extremely
uncomfortable. Some expressed shock, rumors swirled, and people questioned why Hilary is
gone, as details regarding the circumstances were not publically shared. The small community
of teachers was saddened, however, a few teachers expressed their lack of surprise. In her
length of time at the preschool Veronica has had consistent issues working with other adults,
and her controlling personality make it difficult to truly co-teach with another adult. Veronica
always seemed to make herself an outsider, she chose to keep distance from other teachers,
choosing instead to make friends with the office staff. I remember Veronica often taking her
breaks in the front office, with administrative staff, with the door closed. She seemed aloof and
I am not at all stunned that her relationship with Hilary went sour.
Synthesis
What was the nature of Veronica and Hilary’s co-teaching relationship? The themes that
emerged from Hilary and Veronica’s data include:
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Voices at the
Planning Table
-Isolation
Lack of
Connect

Conflicting
Perspectives
about coTeaching
-Wearing a Mask

A Case of a
Dissolved
CoTeaching
Relationship
Figure 4. Hilary and Veronica’s Themes
Veronica and Hilary had a relationship that started off positively but that ended very
volatilely. They started off as friends but the relationship went sour when a preservice teacher
was thrown in the mix. Veronica saw herself as a capable, competent, independent individual
that had and can run a classroom by herself and did not need anyone’s help. Hilary was a much
more codependent individual that saw her teaching identity as an extension of Veronica’s. From
their case study we have seen how intense and powerful a co-teaching relationship can be on
your career and how it can impact your life. In this case, the collapse of Veronica and Hilary’s
co-teaching relationship led to the end of Hilary’s teaching career at the preschool. This
illustrates how significant the co-teaching relationship is, at its core. When unsuccessful, it can
change the course of your life. In Hilary’s case she felt pushed out, isolated and those feelings
made her extremely emotional and ultimately led her to not want to teach at the preschool any
longer. I believe she felt a lack of care from her co-teacher; that she felt expendable and had
ultimate feelings of being uncared for and unwanted. Her lack of friendship and the tumultuous
nature of her and Veronica’s interactions led her to a decision that she never saw coming. She
was forced out of her safe space, the classroom she had come to know as home, and put her in
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the uncomfortable position of either choosing to stay at the preschool and see Veronica daily,
while working in another classroom, or leaving. She chose the latter, and while I did not have
the opportunity to talk with her about this decision I think her actions speak loudly here about
the strong nature of co-teaching relationships. They can make or break you. In this case, it
broke Hilary. This notion aligns with the discovery by Devecchi et al. (2010) regarding
explored factors that affect successful collaboration between teachers in secondary classrooms.
This study found that teaching teams discussed more effective collaboration amongst teachers
that communicate effectively and have shared beliefs about teaching. They also found that
teachers discussed success when teaching teams have mutual respect and authority for each
other. It also speaks loudly to the power of friendship and care in a co-teaching relationship.
That when there is no care a positive co-teaching relationship is ultimately impossible to foster.
It is clear that Veronica and Hilary did not have a shared respect for each other and that they
lacked alignment in their beliefs about teaching.
It is clear that Hilary and Veronica’s co-teaching relationship was an unsuccessful one;
that they struggled to function as a team, that something came between them and they were
unable to work together toward the greater good-the children. Their differences separated them
and ultimately made their co-teaching relationship a failure, as evidenced by their dislike for
each other and ultimate dissolution of a friendship. Veronica’s control of the space and control
of the relationships in the classroom seemed to have pushed Hilary out, as the saying “too many
cooks in the kitchen” seemed to have come into play when the preservice teacher Savannah
entered the classroom. It also seemed like there was some preferential, personal dislike that
ended up playing into co-teaching relationship between Hilary and Veronica. What started out
as an unlikely friendship, that led to a successful co-teaching relationship between two women
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that strayed away from the rest of the teachers at the school, ended with disillusionment and
hatred between them. While we like to believe co-teaching relationships are professional
relationships, this case illustrates how personal those relationships can become. In this case,
Veronica and Hilary’s previous close friendship negatively impacted their co-teaching
relationship. It served as a barrier to the success of their co-teaching relationship as Hilary
could not move past their prior friendship that Veronica had abandoned. It is not surprising that
two women working together forty-hours a week struck up a friendship. Teaching young
children is an extremely intense, and at times stressful, endeavor. When going through the
daily routines and living these experiences with another adult, it is not surprising that some
may connect on a deeper level than strictly professional. Veronica and Hilary show how
precarious this can be.

72

Chapter 5: A Case of the Ambiguity of Co-Teaching Relationships
“I’m hoping I feel comfortable enough to approach her, I just have to find the right mood.
Because when you’re co-teaching you ummm (laughs) there’s a lot of mood swings that
come into play, and um, checking personal lives at the door is a little challenging for
anyone I think, but especially for co-teaching, because you get a personal thing
where…where does the line between friendship and professional relationships come”.
– Caitlyn.
Emma and Caitlyn worked together in the Cypress classroom teaching eighteen
three year olds. Emma had been teaching at the preschool for five years, and this was
Caitlyn’s first year teaching. Emma was pursuing a Master’s Degree in Early Childhood
Education while Caitlyn had just graduated from the undergraduate Bachelor’s degree
program for Early Childhood. Emma had been in the teaching field since she was a preteen. She worked for her family teaching preschool since she was young, this is a source of
pride for her. She could recite childcare licensing rules and regulations in her sleep, she was
a by-the-book teacher; always complying with state guidelines and was very aware of how
those around her comply or don’t with protocol. I admit, I had much more of a relationship
with Emma, than I did Caitlyn. I had worked with Emma for four years and we had always
looked to each other as confidants. She shared information about her life and feelings with
me that Caitlyn just didn’t. I didn’t really know Caitlyn personally; we were strictly
professional. She was always enthusiastic, peppy and excited. I often saw her singing in the
hallways or humming Disney tunes. She was the physical and emotional opposite of Emma.
73

Caitlyn was a newbie to the field, she had just graduated with her Bachelor’s degree in
Early Childhood Education at the start of the school year. She completed a practicum at the
preschool in her undergraduate program; however, she had the excitement and zest of a
first-year teacher. She strived to dot her I’s and cross her t’s, she arrived to work with the
enthusiasm of a young, excited professional; ready to take on the day and seemed to put her
best foot forward.
Emma had expressed to me privately that Caitlyn’s excitement and first year teacher
energy exhausted her. She had noted that she once had the same energy, but age, experience
and time had tired her out. Emma and Caitlyn seemed to get along, for all intensive
purposes when I talked to them together they seemed happy. However, when I dug deeper
and observed these two in their classroom I saw otherwise. What appeared as a good coteaching relationship was actually one that was laced with power, tension and I was left to
read between the lines of their communication, as what they didn’t say about their
relationship was as important as what they did say.
Role-Confusion
I am shocked by how frequently Emma uses the terms “lead” and “assistant” in
reference to teaching roles. This struck me for a few reasons; first being that the preschool
had openly attempted to remove these words from the vernacular used. All reference to
such differentiation in teachers had been removed from the preschool website and multiple
meetings and discussions were conducted stressing the importance that the preschool no
longer utilized a hierarchical teaching ladder, all people that work in classrooms are to be
called “co-teachers.” This was a large shift for the teachers at the preschool as the language
used up until a few years before this was “lead teacher” and “assistant teacher”. Not only
74

were these terms used to label, but they also held significance for what your job duties
entailed. Lead teachers were responsible for planning developmentally appropriate
curriculum and handled all instructional decisions. Assistant teachers were responsible for
the operational functions of the classroom including cleaning and pottying. While both
teachers implemented curriculum, lead teachers handled the majority of this responsibility;
the assistant teachers took care of what I would call the “fluff.” This “fluff” included things
like playing play dough with children and coloring, while lead teachers took control of the
project based learning and instructional facilitation. This delineation was not an official
one, the break down I discuss above was not written in job descriptions or told at job
orientations; it was much more invisible, more concealed. While teachers were hired on as
either a lead teacher or an assistant teacher, the differentiation between what leads and
assistants did was taught on the job through communication with others, administration
included.
I remember my first weeks working at the preschool the other “leads” would
describe to me the difference between the two job titles, other teachers would say things like
“I had to wipe the tables today because my assistant was out sick.” These types of
conversations oriented new staff about the culture of the preschool, and how staff operated
there. As time went on, and my number of years at the preschool grew this changed and our
attitude towards the individuals that worked in the classrooms became more inclusive. The
ladder model, the hierarchical approach to labeling teachers, became outdated and
administration worked to have a grassroots movement change toward how we viewed
ourselves as professionals in the early childhood classroom. The two teachers that worked
together in any classroom shared responsibilities down the middle; they planned curriculum
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together, shared ideas and knowledge thus enriching the classroom, implemented
curriculum as a team, assessed children together, and managed the operational functions
necessary to running a preschool classroom as co-teachers. One individual was not
responsible for pottying children and wiping tables, but both teachers worked together to
complete these tasks. This cultural shift was not one that happened quickly. At the time this
study was conducted employees still used the vernacular time and again, teaching roles and
stereotypes were engrained in our minds, memories and bodies. This change was not easy,
nor was it quick. Assistants expressed anger towards how leads were treated and given more
affordances than them. One staff member that worked at the preschool, who was hired
eleven years ago as an assistant made public statements like “oh the leads have an elitist
meeting today” and “my job is just to wipe butts and clean tables”. So while the culture was
changing at the preschool, employees had a hard time with this shift.
That is why I was so surprised that Emma openly differentiated between lead
teacher roles and assistant teacher roles in her current practice, even though this did not
align with the current preschool practices. Even if the distinction between teaching roles
still existed in her mind I was surprised she used the terms so much and clearly strongly
believes that she was the lead teacher and Caitlyn was her assistant. It is interesting to note
that she stated that her and Caitlyn do a fair job of co-teaching, however the following clip
from her interview illustrates how the teaching hierarchy is engrained in her practice. She
discussed utilizing, as best she could and understood, a co-teaching approach to teaching,
however, what she expressed was something different.
Researcher: So you’ve talked a little bit about what co-teaching looks like in your
classroom, what is means to you, what do you think it should look like? So,
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with that being said whatever happens in your classroom, do you feel like that
is what co-teaching should look like?
Emma: I would say that I feel like its left up to the teams to decide and that there’s
not, across the school, there’s not a clear role, we have a job description,
however
there’s never been... when it comes down to what we do here our job
description is very vague… And, I’m happy and with the way that things are
going, as far as we have a weekly newsletter she does what she teaches and I
do what I teach.
And I had to have that conversation at the beginning of the year and it was
very awkward because I’m not her boss. I do feel like some things should
come from the boss, like, you are the lead you make this “X” amount of
money so you’re gonna do this. You are the assistant so you make this “X”
amount of money so you’re gonna do this. Equal say in putting ideas into the
lesson plan. Equal say when it comes to behavior management. Equal say
when it comes to conferences. Equal say these things. However, when it
comes to... there are job requirements that I feel should be divvied up based
on…
Emma trailed off at this point. She went on to state, “Like, who’s responsible for
making sure there’s something on the wall. I don’t know, is it me, is it her, is it both of us?
Who’s responsible for making sure that email goes out Friday by 4 PM? Is it me, is it her, is
it both of us? I don’t know what the boss expects. But, however I just feel like being the
lead I do feel a certain pressure that it’s going to come back on me”. In this statement
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Emma expressed frustration with the ambiguity of co-teaching. She needed clearly defined
roles, and she even referred to herself as the lead, subconsciously or not. This is interesting
because while she stated she believed she followed a co-teaching model, as much as she
knew how, she still considered herself the lead of the classroom. I don’t think Emma meant
to share this with me, I’m not even aware that she noticed herself saying it. What this does
illustrate is that while she put on the show of co-teaching, in her mind and heart she still
functioned as a lead teacher. As the term lead naturally has the power in the lead/assistant
relationship she believed Caitlyn was her assistant.
This belief came out while she was talking and made the following statements at
different points throughout her interview:
• “I did all the accident reports because I’m the lead.”
• “But, yeah I don’t, I don’t know about how she feels about her role and if she
feels like she’s... I know I can tell you about other assistants in the past who have
voiced very
loudly that they don’t make enough money to do this, or this. That’s my
job because I make more money”.
• “Yeah if it’s too much let me know, because you know right now, and also the
way are we having wraparound so all of the leads leave at 3:30. And then from
330-6 it’s basically aftercare. Now in my room a lot of rich stuff happens and
that’s why I said that to my assistant (quickly corrects her language) or my coteacher because she is doing a lot, she’s implementing a lot in the afternoon”.
• “Yeah. Even if the assistant, the person whose taking on the assistant job
title is extremely professional and doesn’t view them that way I feel guilty.
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I can’t get over that guilt. Ya know? Like she expressed to me yesterday
she can’t get sick because if she doesn’t get sick-or if she gets sick she can’t
pay her bills. And where I’m like let me leave early I have 400 hours in my
bank”.
These excerpts are noteworthy as they illustrate Emma’s internal, unconscious beliefs about
co- teaching; and it seems as though while she said she was embracing the shift to coteaching at the preschool, a hierarchical approach with a lead and assistant was engrained,
second nature to her.
On the opposite end of the spectrum you have Caitlyn whose co-teaching
experiences were much different and much more limited than Emma’s. This was
Caitlyn’s first year teaching, and she shared that in her Bachelor’s program she had
experience working with other teachers co-teaching during her field practicums. When I
asked her about her perception of how co- teaching is enacted at the preschool she stated
“there is an illusion of co-teaching a bit, and there is a um, like a lingering sense of lead
teacher/assistant teacher still there”. When I asked her to elaborate she got vague and is
unable to articulate what exactly she means. I continued to pursue this and asked her
about her job position at the preschool.
Researcher: Do you hear language-lead and assistant being used on a regular basis?
Caitlyn: Lead and assistant? -no, not the language itself. Researcher: You were
hired on as a...?
Caitlyn: Co-teacher.
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Researcher: So your paperwork-your job title says co-teacher.. Caitlyn: No,
my paperwork says assistant/OPS. I’m not on a line, so. Researcher:
Ok, so…
Caitlyn: Right...?!
This was a major oversight. Maybe job titles it weren’t an oversight, maybe it was
just a legality that had yet to be changed, it’s possible this would change in time. The
preschool promoted a co-teaching philosophy, however, teachers were still hired on as lead
and assistant. Caitlyn expressed shock and amazement that such a contradiction existed, as if
I pointed out her job title to her, like she had never noticed it before. If these job titles held no
significance other than simply being a title I don’t think the teachers would have felt such a
permeating presence of hierarchy among themselves. However, job title begot salary and
hours at the preschool. Leads made more money, this was a public record and all the
teachers at the preschool have admitted to looking up what their coworkers make. Job title
also effected work hours at the preschool. There were two shifts, one teacher worked from
open to early afternoon, and the other teacher worked mid-morning to closing. The early
morning shift was the desired shift among teachers, this was no secret. However, those
teachers with the job title “lead” got that coveted time slot. I believe it is these types of
inequities that Caitlyn was referencing when she discusses that “lingering sense of
lead/assistant”.
During their lesson-planning meeting I observed Emma and Caitlyn discuss how they
broke up duties in their classroom, so one person wasn’t stuck with doing all the “dirty work”
every day. They discussed flip-flopping; taking turns daily to share the teaching/operational
duties of the room. However, during this particular lesson-planning session they negotiated
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the balance of sharing these duties and had multiple exchanges about the current state of
things.
The following excerpt is an example of such a conversation.
Emma: So like, I also don’t want you to feel like you can’t do it. But if it’s too much
you need to say like hey I’m planning and preparing for too much. Because
it’s just kind of those weird things, that that’s the way it works out. That’s up
to you, how Danielle and I did it, so she would do the toileting on MondayWednesdayFriday and I would do Tuesday- Thursday.
Caitlyn: Wait, what are you basing it off of?
Emma: Your morning meeting. So it’s essentially if we’re talking about traditional
roles, I mean like lead and assistant, like traditional, we are nontraditional.
But, then like I would step into more of the assistant role and do all the
toileting on Tuesday and Thursday in the circulating, and ya know. Cause
you also do like five center times (laughs). So it’s like a lot.
Caitlyn: It’s fine.
This passage is noteworthy as I believe it illustrates the hierarchy that existed in the
Cypress classroom. Emma was granting Caitlyn the opportunity to express her unhappiness
in how job duties were shared, she even went as far as to preach about traditional and
nontraditional co-teaching situations to us. I was left wondering why Emma felt the upper
hand in granting Caitlyn the opportunity to change the way things are. I believe this was a
concealed display of power. She expressed that if Caitlyn believed she was doing too much
work, and continued to explain how much more work Caitlyn does throughout the week,
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that should she begin to feel burnt out to just let her know. To me, this shows that Emma
was aware of the fact that Caitlyn handled more instructional duties and that this was not
balanced, however, she didn’t want to say this. Is it possible she wanted Caitlyn to admit to
being burnt out, or feeling overworked, instead of just saying “you’re doing too much, let’s
revisit how we share tasks”.
Emma was a very proud individual, admitting wrong was not her strong point, and she
was stubborn beyond belief. So, the fact that she would not admit an imbalance of duties
is not surprising to me. It is also not surprising that Caitlyn stated “it’s fine” and does not
reach out for help. This exchange is an example of Emma and Caitlyn speaking between
the lines, existing in some space that exists in between what they really wanted to say,
how they really felt, and what they actually said.
Carrying Your Own Weight
It is center time and both Caitlyn and Emma are busy doing their own thing in the
Cypress classroom. Caitlyn is sitting in dramatic play engaging with a small group of
children. She pretends to cook, she uses a metal spoon and a pot and she stirs. Emma mills
around the classroom, picking up toys that are no longer being played with off the floor.
Both teachers are busy, neither seeming to notice the other. Emma moves to the bathroom
to put something away and then approaches the block center and tells a child she is going
to help him clean up. She uses her feet to move the Legos into a contained area that the
child can then scoop them up from to put them away. While she cleans up Legos Caitlyn
stands up and adjusts her clothing. She pulls her black and white geometric patterned
cardigan over her chest and pulls her slacks up. She leaves the dramatic play center and
talks to a young girl about cleaning up her mess.
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Meanwhile, Emma still is kicking Legos into a pile across the room. She glances up
and looks at Caitlyn but quickly looks back down at what she is doing. She looks back up at
Caitlyn, tucks her hair behind her ears and raises her eyebrows as she listens to Caitlyn. The
two move around the room independently and without speaking as they scan the children, help
clean up and assess what needs to be done next.
Emma bends down and picks up materials off the floor while Caitlyn moves toward
the restroom and assumes a standing position, surveying the classroom. She places her
hands on her hips, raises her eyebrows and looks at Emma as she helps children clean up.
As Emma struggles to get the children in the block center to clean up Caitlyn makes a face
that reads “really?” or “whatever”, her eyebrows raise, lips go up and her head cocks to
the side a bit. Emma scratches her head appearing to be getting a bit flustered. Emma
puts baskets of materials away, looks around the room, and pushes chairs in while Caitlyn
stands her post by the bathroom door. She leans back and rests against the half bathroom
door that exists so teachers can keep an eye on children while they are in the restroom.
She rubs her hands together. Emma straightens and cleans the manipulative center. The
two do not look or speak to each other, although they are around four feet away from each
other. As Caitlyn is leaning Emma walks by her to the cabinet and puts something away,
now the teachers are two feet away from each other but they still do not look at each
other. Emma closes the cabinet door and walks in front of Caitlyn while Caitlyn pushes off
the half door and begins to walk forward. The two almost touch but do not look at each
other, acknowledge each other or speak.
This vignette describes a clip the teachers and I analyzed during our video elicitation
interview. This vignette illustrates how strong and intense the non-verbal communication
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was between Emma and Caitlyn. While a lot of really strong teaching teams may
communicate with each other non-verbally, it is the opposite I aim to present through this
vignette. Caitlyn and Emma refused to speak, their lack of communication was jarring and
tense. There was an air of disdain and I felt awkward just being in the room with them
because these teachers were both such forces; such large, intense personalities that it was
odd they were working to avoid each other so diligently. I presented this clip to the teachers
and asked them “tell me what you notice”. I chose this clip to analyze together as I felt it
presented a strong example of the tension that existed between Emma and Caitlyn. As I
observed them teaching the two were like opposing ends of a magnet, they were as far apart
from each other in the classroom at all times as possible. They repelled each other as they
navigated around the room, one moved and the other moved directly opposite them across
the room. I had an incredibly difficult time getting both of the women in a shot together,
during my video recording. I spent the majority of my sixty minutes in the classroom
panning the video camera back and forth across the classroom; capturing one teacher at a
time, as getting them both in the frame was nearly impossible.
When we analyzed this clip together as a group Emma immediately admitted to
being tense during the recording. She stated “I admit; I think it was tense because I was
probably upset that that side of the classroom was as destroyed as it was. That was like the
day she was supposed to be circulating, or engaging. So, it probably did upset me,
truthfully. So, I’ll admit to that”. She continued to explain that she was frustrated by the
mess because in the past she had been spoken to about the classroom needing to be
straightened and tidied, as at any minute a preschool tour could happen. This statement
surprised me, as I hadn’t heard this before. This felt like a bit of an untruth, possibly a fib, to
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mask her true feelings of frustration toward Caitlyn’s apathetic attitude that was displayed
during the majority of this video clip. While these two teachers told me individually during
their interviews that they had a good relationship and could communicate with each other
about issues in the classroom, Emma chose not to communicate at this point. Anyone
watching the clip can see that the two women seemed less than enthused with each other,
like they are two beings orbiting around a common sun but never meeting. I think this video
clip illustrates the lack of friendship and relationship Emma and Caitlyn really had with
each other. I do not believe there was any type of care that existed, mutually or otherwise,
between these women. What their relationship seemed to lack was a core of care. Their coteaching relationship is not built on an Ethics of Care (Noddings, 1984). It is clear these
women do not care for one another as Noddings defines care. I believe that these women
care greatly for the children in their classroom, but this care is not distributed to each other.
I wonder how can their classroom function with this disparity and imbalance. How can
these two adults fully care for the children in their room when they seem to care so little for
each other?
This tension also manifested during lesson-planning. Both women met once weekly
with the preschool director to create and draft their lesson plans for the following week.
The Cypress teachers chose to use Google Docs as their platform for this. They each
opened the website and typed into the document while they chatted and brainstormed
lesson ideas. This way, there was not one person solely responsible for writing and
completing this important component of the job. These lessons were to be fully complete,
printed and posted in the classroom prior to opening on Monday morning. In my classroom
I was always responsible for this and it drove me crazy. It was an unspoken understanding,
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however, if I did not do it, it simply wouldn’t get done. So, the Cypress teachers decided to
work as a team to complete this task. However, it was an imperfect system. Emma shared:
So she asked about it and asked if we could put in Google doc, and I said ‘Yea,
that’s a great idea!’ So, we did it and um it works out nicely because we can both
access it and I think you know we have joint ownership versus. . .I mean there are
still times when I find out section of the lesson plans isn’t filled out which is
aggravating to me because I left there for you, it’s Monday morning I’m supposed
to be printing them.
Emma shared with me that she was frustrated with Caitlyn for not always fulfilling
this responsibility. When I asked what Caitlyn did on those weeks she had not planned,
Emma she told me that Caitlyn always figured something out, she said that “she’s
emergent”. It was clear that this bothered Emma, she was the type of teacher that didn’t let
these types of duties go uncompleted. I think it made her uncomfortable because as she had
stated before, she ultimately believed that she was responsible for the Cypress classroom.
That her name was on the line and that if something were to happen, she would be the one
to get in trouble.
Emma openly discussed the tension she experienced. Caitlyn was much more silent
and concealed about her tension toward Emma. She gave the silent treatment and at one
point during data collection she visibly rolled her eyes at Emma while I was observing and
recording in their classroom. However, she did not mention any anger toward Emma to me.
I felt like she was communicating with me by not saying certain things; her interview
transcript was much more about what was not said. She was nervous during our interview
and spoke a lot about transitions with children. Even her answers about a time when her co86

teaching relationship was really strong and a time when it was really strained are very
superficial. The following observation during a planning meeting illustrates some of the
tensions that exist between Emma and Caitlyn.
Emma walks into the director’s office, puts her computer and purple water bottle
down on the circular table and turns around to leave. While exiting the room she nearly
bumps into Caitlyn who states “Where are you going?” The two teachers awkwardly look
at each other and Emma states “bathroom”. Caitlyn responds that she is going to heat up
her lunch and both women disappear into the front of the preschool without making eye
contact the entire exchange. After a few minutes they both return, Caitlyn with a
Tupperware with warm chicken and rice in hand. They sit down at the circular table, Emma
to the right and Caitlyn to the left. The director is sitting behind her desk, looking at them.
The co-teachers immediately open their computers and bury their heads into the screens.
Caitlyn closes the office door behind her and the room goes quiet, devoid of child noise.
The director, Megan, sits at her desk, across from them, and looks to them while Emma
fiddles with her watch and Caitlyn begins quietly eating, looking at her food. Finally, the
director breaks the silence and begins the lesson planning meeting by stating “all right, so
where are we at this week?” Emma immediately jumps in and responds by telling her what
the classroom is studying (sticks). The conversation continues as Caitlyn types on her
computer, not looking up. Megan and Emma engage in a conversation about the
happenings of the classroom while Caitlyn quietly types. Caitlyn stirs her food, takes slow
bites and keeps her eyes on her computer screen. Emma states “I do not necessarily
foresee…”. However, when she says “I” she places emphasis on the word. There is tension
in the air when Emma says “I”. She states it like the she wants to make it explicitly clear
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that her and Caitlyn disagree on this point. Emma wants to make it clear this is her opinion,
not that of both her and Caitlyn. I feel a stiffness in the room.
Emma continues to talk, with her eyes on Megan, not once glancing at Caitlyn. While
Emma and Megan chat Caitlyn eats her meal and places her chin on her hand and leans
into the table, looking bored. With her other hand she continues to scroll through her
computer screen. I peer and notice she is on the classroom digital documentation website
looking through photographs of the students. Megan shares options of for ideas for how the
class could study sticks. Emma shares that she has concerns about the behaviors children
are exhibiting. The two teachers finally look at each other and make eye contact. The
teachers mildly argue about the severity of the behaviors and each clarify using I and Me
statements. “that’s what I’m talking about”, “my reflection was that”. While Caitlyn speaks
her voice shakes and she looks directly at Megan. It’s like each teacher is having their own
conversation with the director and the other is not there, or like they are tolerating each
other because they have to. Caitlyn visibly rolls her eyes, takes a bite of chicken and stares
at her computer screen. They are speaking about where each teacher could be during
centers while Caitlyn types on computer, doesn’t look up or participate in conversation.
Emma and Megan are looking at each other, talking and Emma consults her computer for
her ideas. She has come to the meeting with ideas she recorded to share with the group. She
shares them, looking back and forth between her computer and the director. Caitlyn types,
finishes her food, closes the Tupperware and stretches her legs out. She puts her head on
her hand, elbow on the table appearing bored, looks at computer screen. Emma continues
to share her ideas-she lists them off at a rapid pace. There is excitement in her voice.
Caitlyn is still quiet, then rolls her eyes again.
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During the lesson-planning meeting I observed the two women were somewhat
combative with each other. They seem discordant with each other and dispute what the
other said quite a few times. It seemed as though Emma felt some blame from Caitlyn
based on her comments about the state of the classroom, and the behavior challenges that
existed. The two teachers didn’t seem to align on their views of the classroom and had
differing views on classroom management. This lack of alignment led to challenges and
struggles that affected Emma and Caitlyn’s professional relationship.
During her interview Caitlyn shared a time that she felt her and Emma’s coteaching relationship was strained. The following is an excerpt from our conversation
where Caitlyn shares her inner feelings.
Caitlyn: Ok. So, there was a period in time where our mojo, our energy in itself,
um, was a bit depleted in one of us and not the other. Um, and just a lot of
questions were still up in the air. Not a lot of communication was going on
in a period and um, I don’t really know how to recall it. But... (pauses)
Researcher: Did you feel discomfort being in the classroom at that point? Caitlyn:
Yes, and it was more frustrated more infuriated at that point.
I knew exactly what Caitlyn was talking about. The “period” of time she referenced
was almost two weeks long. She underplayed how tense and stressful things were in the
Cypress room at this time. The following is an observation of Emma and Caitlyn:
I’ve noticed Emma and Caitlyn seem upset with each other for over a week.
They don’t speak unless absolutely necessary, and even then it is tense. My
classroom is on the playground the same time as them and their tension is palpable.
When I asked Emma about what was going on she couldn’t articulate one specific
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thing, more that it was an amalgam of issues that were bothering her, making her
grow distant toward Caitlyn. Caitlyn seems to be distancing herself from Emma.
She only speaks to her when necessary, has been seeming very forced and her
attitude is jarringly different from her typical disposition. I know how hard it is to be
with another adult in the classroom full time, we spend more time with them then we
do our own significant others and/or children. Just like living with someone after a
period of time, those small quirks, peculiarities, and nuanced details of their
personality and habits may begin to bother you. It seems like that’s what’s
happening here with Emma. She can be very territorial of “her” classroom. She is
like a shark, she can be very abrupt, seem cold and disconnected. She seems to be
pushing away from Caitlyn, but also seems to want Caitlyn to know she is annoyed
by her. I am unsure what the purpose of this behavior is, but I am perplexed enough
to watch the two’s interactions like a movie.
This tension I observed and that we discussed as a group didn’t seem to go away
after our conversations. It did wane, peaking more on some days, and there seemed to be
no actual reason as to why the tension existed. I can only assume it was due to the natural
stress that comes with spending a lot of time with someone in a stressful environment.
Maybe both teachers were taking out their frustrations on each other, it’s possible that
they were frustrated with each other’s teaching styles, or maybe they simply were not a
perfect match personality- wise. Whatever the reason for the strain in their relationship,
when asked both teachers had different opinions on whether their tension affected the
children in their classroom. Caitlyn told me “I have checked in on that a few times, and I
honestly don’t think so. That’s my honest opinion. Like I think I restrain myself.” Emma
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shared that she had felt judged by Caitlyn in the classroom and that she often felt her tone
is not appropriate.
Lack of Communication
It is clear that these co-teachers have had their fair share of challenges working
with each other. However, they both preferred not to have conversations discussing their
issues, or engage in any type of reflective dialogue with each other about their issues with
each other. They let things blow over until another communicative issue presented itself.
During our interview Emma shared a bit about when things were really rough in the
Cypress classroom.
Emma: There’s comments about certain things that she says where I’m like “are you
judging or are you just trying to figure things out”. When you say something
like this or this is it because you’re upset with me for something I’ve been
doing
Researcher: Did you ask her?
Emma: I try to let it go, if it builds for a while like...there was something for a
while, and I was going to say something, but then the next day she came in
like happy as a clam and it became like very apparent to me that whatever
the feeling was that was happening with nothing to do with me but was
something in her personal life. So I let it go.
The fact that Caitlyn and Emma never had a conversation where both could air their
grievances, or share their feelings, negatively impacted their relationship with each other.
They were not comfortable enough with each other, at this point, to have a real
conversation. They did not care enough about one another to take the step to try and make
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the relationship work. This is consistent with my experiences co-teaching. When things got
bad, when conflict levels were high, my co-teacher and I would never talk to each other.
Upon reflection this may have been due to the fact that we were always surrounded by
children, and that is never an appropriate time for an uncomfortable conversation. I think
this speaks to the fact that teachers need time to relationship build. This time should be
separate from lesson planning, a time when they can talk about their relationship, the
happenings in the classroom and any other relevant information.
During the period of a few weeks when Caitlyn was very abrupt and acted visibly
different toward Emma. Caitlyn talked to me about this period and in time and said their
“mojo was off”. She was able to reflect and realized that her issues with Emma stemmed
from issues going on in her personal life. Emma recalled this period of time and said that
she had finally worked up the courage to say something to Caitlyn, when suddenly the next
day everything seemed fine, Caitlyn was back to normal. Emma shares:
When you’re co-teaching you ummm (laughs) there’s a lot of mood swings that come
into play, and um, checking personal lives at the door is a little challenging
for anyone I think but especially for co-teaching because you get personal thing
where… where does the line between friendship and professional relationships
come?
Emma and Caitlyn seemed to struggle finding this line, although, it doesn’t appear
that Emma always meant exactly what she said. After interpreting this statement, I feel like
Emma meant the opposite of what she said. What happens when co-teachers aren’t friends?
How can they navigate the professional waters if they don’t particularly like each other?
You still have to maintain a professional relationship, but how do you do this without being
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friends first. These two women were clearly not friendly with each other, and did not
maintain any level of friendship at any point during the time they worked together. Their
relationship seems built on hostility and quiet sufferings, grievances they don’t air with one
another.
Power
In all relationships there is a distribution of power. In most this power is unbalanced,
with one side having more of it than the other. In Emma and Caitlyn’s relationship I saw an
imbalance, with Emma possessing more power than Caitlyn. I feel this division of power
was largely due to personality types and interpersonal skills. Emma was a very dominant
type of person, some found her abrasive while others found her forward style of
communication to be off-putting. Caitlyn was new to the preschool so her general
demeanor was much different. She seemed to aim to please while Emma was at a point in
her career where she knew what she wanted. The combination of powerhouse and mild can
make for a relationship where one person holds more power than the other. Both teachers
discussed having conversations about the breakdown of operational duties and
responsibilities in the classroom, and their plans to have things run 50/50. However, what I
observed and detected was a relationship where Emma held more power than Caitlyn. How
Emma acquired this power is unknown, however, the following themes may help explain
this phenomenon.
Power Related to Pay
In her interview Emma discussed teacher pay a bit and the disparities that existed
in how you were classified and how this impacted your pay. She shared that whatever your
job title was upon hiring controls your pay scale. While this theme was not one that was
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spoken about directly it was more subconscious, I strongly believe that your pay in the
Cypress Room dictated power. It came across that because Emma made more money she
felt ultimately responsible for the Cypress classroom. In addition to this sense of
responsibility she felt like she should be doing more in the classroom than Caitlyn. I
sensed a small bit of guilt from Emma about this, that she didn’t want Caitlyn to feel taken
advantage of. She feared that if she asked Caitlyn to share responsibilities 50/50 outright
that she may build resentment. The following is a conversation that took place between
Emma and I about this.
Emma: I know I can tell you about other assistants in the past who have voiced
very loudly that they don’t make enough money to do this, or this. That’s
my job because I make more money.
Researcher: You don’t see her doing that...
Emma: No. Honestly sometimes I feel guilty (whispers) I’m making that much
money, like I can do this...
Researcher: You say that to her?
Emma: Yes. Like, I can do that. That like you know I don’t want you to be doing
too much.
Researcher: Oh, I heard that in your lesson planning.
Salary seemed to be something Emma considered greatly in terms of her own personal
value. She seemed to believe that since she made more money she should be doing more
work inside and outside of the Cypress Classroom. She did not want Caitlyn to begin to feel
undervalued and taken advantage of.
Caitlyn mentioned feeling like a replacement sometimes, that her purpose wasn’t
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always too teach, but to cover the classroom so her co-teacher could leave. She discussed
feeling this way in the mornings when she arrived to work:
Like I said, I come in at 9 and I don’t have much time to plan because I’m on
the playground. But, as soon as I get here she has to go potty and go do stuff,
and that’s completely fine. It’s not a problem, it’s just a-then it becomes I’m out
there with the kids the entire hour not able to set up. Not able to um do what I
need to do in the morning. And most times I can deal, but I do find that there
are times when my co-teacher just needs to talk to our director, or she needs to
talk to another teacher, or. And most times I have found that those conversations
are personal conversations. And, it’s not it’s not fair to me I don’t think at
times…I feel like my purpose is to replace and not to be a teacher sometimes.
This is interesting because Caitlyn shared that she was often left alone with the children
while Emma engaged in personal conversations and chitchat. This seemed to directly
conflict with what Emma shared about her concerns about taking advantage of Caitlyn and
her workload. As a teacher at the preschool I know that outdoor time was somewhat looked
over. Teachers used it as a time to set up their classrooms for centers while one teacher
remained on the playground with the children. This set up time should be very brief; a
seasoned teacher can set up their classroom in ten-fifteen minutes. So, it was interesting that
Caitlyn shares that Emma was often inside for the entire hour. This showed an inconsistency
in Emma’s statements about not wanting Caitlyn to feel like she was doing too much, or
being asked to take on too much. I think this dates back to the era of the lead/assistant
mentality at the preschool and aligns with the notion that leads set up the classrooms, as
they were the ones with the educational knowledge; while assistants supervised children on
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the playground. Caitlyn stated that she was aware that Emma used this time to talk to other
staff members instead of joining her on the playground. I believe that this subconsciously
shows that Emma placed more value on her responsibilities and work that Caitlyn’s. Her
actions showed that she may view Caitlyn as a supervisor, because why would she not go
and quickly set up her portion of the centers and provide Caitlyn an opportunity to do the
same?
When I observed their classroom I video recorded circle time and later showed this
three- minute clip to Emma and Caitlyn during our video elicitation interview. I selected
this clip as I remembered videoing it and thinking nothing much about it, however, I could
tell, having known Emma, that she was tense while reading a story during circle time. She
sat in a chair and read a story while Caitlyn and the children in the classroom sat around her
in a circle listening. One child got up and moved in front of Emma while she was reading,
blocking the other children from seeing the illustrations. I could tell Emma was annoyed,
but she continued to read the story, ignoring the child. Caitlyn said something inaudible to
the child that she told us during this interview was a reminder to the child to sit down.
However, the child ignored her and Emma ultimately spoke to her, stopping the book
momentarily. I showed them this clip because following the video recording Emma
expressed frustration to me that she had to stop reading the story to speak to the child
standing in front of her. I record the following journal entry after she talks to me about her
irritation.
Today Emma approached me and said that she should be able to read a story
without having to stop and manage behaviors, as that is the job of the teacher
sitting on the carpet with the children. I could tell Emma was frustrated while I
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was observing them, and it’s possible she was just stressed from me being in there
videoing them. What is clear is she is frustrated by Caitlyn and her response to
behavior during Circle Time.
When I show the teachers this clip and ask them to talk to me about it the
following conversation takes place:
Emma: Umm, it just seemed that you know we both had equal responsibility in
redirecting behaviors but like if I said something than she would like at least
try to reinforce. You know like, if I had noticed something...like later on she
tried to tell Paula to go back to the edge.
Caitlyn: Yea, I saw that in the beginning I tried to tell her to go back to the edge and
I thought that...I remember cause I thought that maybe you heard me. I think
that’s what we do, as far as like...I’ll say something pretty much like just out
loud in general just so it can be caught on. Or Emma will do the same thing
and then we’ll try to redirect it ourselves. Cause all the attentions on her so
instead of just like screaming out “Paula go back to the edge”, I was just like
Paula. I did try in the beginning and I tried again at the end. I remember
thinking I don’t think she can hear me. I just don’t think she can hear me.
But, and so she didn’t seem like any everyone in the back didn’t seem to be
too upset about her sitting up front, so I didn’t want to push the envelope
especially during story time. So, I mean I tried.
They continued to discuss that had the behavior gotten so bad Emma would have just asked
Caitlyn to remove Paula from the group. This is inconsistent with what I know Emma’s
feelings were following this circle time. It’s possible that she had had some time to move
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past her feelings of irritation that Caitlyn did not manage the behavior as she had hoped. But
this is not information that she had shared with me, and once again Emma and Caitlyn are
less than honest with each other about their true feelings. This links back to the notion that
teachers value was directly related to pay. Your pay was based on your job title, but your job
requirements were a bit fuzzy. Who had decided that in the Cypress Classroom the teacher
reading the text is not responsible for behavior management? I believe that was an engrained
practice of Emma’s that goes back to years before when the lead teachers were solely
responsible for the instructional portions of the day, including circle time. While they lead
the classroom and read a story the assistant handled everything else. I believe this practice is
outdated and related to levels of pay and engrained accompanying responsibilities.
Emma and Caitlyn acted as though they were In-Between. They seemed to exist in
this gray space where they said one thing to me but enacted something completely different.
I believe that they were both acutely aware of how much appearances matter when coteaching. They wanted to appear as a unified front, Emma wanted the image of being
cautious to not mistreat her co-teacher, Caitlyn wanted the image of not feeling angry or
taken advantage of. However, in reality Caitlyn seemed to hold a grudge against Emma as
evidenced by her weeks long attitude toward Emma. But neither teacher talked to the other,
they discuss going home and reflecting and then simply moving past things individually
and everything being pleasant again. However, the teachers did not seem to be fully over
their issues with each other, they lived in a space of trying to function as a team, but not
really connecting, not really saying what they meant, not really believing in their
relationship.
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Power Related to Length of Service
Length of teaching service was a topic that came up over and over again from
Emma in her individual interview, video elicitation interview and during the lessonplanning meeting. Emma frequently referenced that this is Caitlyn’s first year teaching,
demonstrating that this is extremely important to her. The following statements are
illustrative of this:
• “There’s stuff- it’s her first year here at the school in general, first year teaching
in
general. So, it’s a lot to soak in and process. So I pick and choose, ya know?”
• “ …just so that she could establish some.. or try out things as a first year
teacher, however I’m getting to the point where I just have to say this is kind
of what I’ve learned what’s gonna work, can we try this?”
• “And also being the one with five years’ experience here, cause she’s the
new one”
• “During planning I don’t really feel like there’s a tone issue; I feel that she
canget defensive which I think is normal for a first year teacher”
This theme, while pertinent only to Emma is incredibly important, as I believe it played a
large part in their co-teaching relationship. Emma assumed the dominant role, the teacher
with seniority, the one in charge. This goes back to and links directly to Emma’s
lead/assistant mentality and her hierarchical teaching tendencies.
Caitlyn only referenced her length of service once, during the entire data collection
period. During the lesson planning meeting I observed the teachers discussed behaviors and
the challenges they were presenting, thus inhibiting their ability to implement quality
project work. This conversation took place with the director and Emma shared how the
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students in the Cypress Classroom were exhibiting somewhat challenging behavior and she
blamed this on why her project work may have been less than what should be expected at
the preschool.
Caitlyn rebuts by stating:
I think with, okay…this is my first year, so as far as behaviors go for me, I don’t…
and because I was a part of the last group, I don’t… I guess behaviors don’t
necessarily concern me. I do agree that we need to have a structure and the system
for it, umm, in my eyes though they’re doing pretty good with interacting with one
another. Like
obviously there are going to be those tiffs, but I think as far as the physical
aggression I don’t see that anymore, and like, for the most part throughout the
center time they’re engaged…
She began this statement by defending her assertion with a justification that it was her first
year teaching. It seemed as though she was justifying her belief and downplaying her
expertise. I believe this is indicative of the fact that she found herself inferior to Emma.
Why would she need to remind Emma and Megan, the director, that she was a first year
teacher, if she herself did not feel inferior due to this fact? I believe that Emma found power
in the fact that she had been teaching longer than Caitlyn, and she frequently reminded
Caitlyn of this. I am not a witness to what happened behind their closed classroom door,
however, what I am a party to during my data collection speaks volumes. Emma told me on
multiple occasions that Caitlyn was a first year teacher. And what, I believe, she was
alluding to was that Caitlyn lacked experience, lacked the knowledge that she herself has,
having been in the teaching field five years. Based on what I recorded during my data
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collection, and my knowledge of Emma personally, I feel that Caitlyn probably picked up
on this.
During our video elicitation interview when we analyze the tense bypass the
two teachers have during clean up, Emma took a jab at Caitlyn stating:
‘cause there’s no point in saying anything and plus also just, it’s a new teaching
relationship. There’s stuff- it’s her first year here at the school in general,
first year teaching in general. So, it’s a lot to soak in and process. So I pick and
choose, ya know?
Caitlyn immediately responded by stating “well it’s not that you have to pick and choose
what you need to talk to me about”. It is clear she was offended by Emma’s statement and
she continued probing further, “but I don’t know why, I don’t get it”. She shared that she was
not at all bothered during the clip, but that it was clear Emma was and that she didn’t want
this frustration to become a larger issue in the classroom. Emma contributed this frustration
to her previously getting in trouble from administration, and that Caitlyn had not yet
experienced this. In my opinion, the two teachers chose to move past this as I believe, it
wouldn’t get them anywhere to talk in circles, so they moved forward. However, I know that
Emma was giving an excuse to her cover her irritation and Caitlyn chose not to push further.
Synthesis
What was the nature of Caitlyn and Emma’s co-teaching relationship? This coteaching team has their fair share of struggles, personally and professionally. The themes
that emerged from their data are: (See page 100).
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Communication
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Power

Role Confusion

A Case of the
Ambiguity of
Co-teaching

• Power Related to
Pay
• Power Related to
Length of Service

Figure 5. Emma and Caitlyn’s Themes
Both Emma and Caitlyn had wondered whether the other liked them and both had
spent time reflecting about the nature of the other’s frustration toward them. On both sides
the teacher’s had chalked up their conflicts to issues taking place in the other’s personal
life, and the stress placed on them from the preschool administration. Their co-teaching
relationship was strained, they are never fully committed to each other. Caitlyn seemed
more optimistic about the possibilities of their relationship, but Emma focused on her
advantages over Caitlyn and assumed a dominant role in their relationship. Emma clearly
still viewed her teaching relationships with a hierarchical lens, she used the terms lead and
assistant constantly, although it seemed to emerge that she was unaware of this
subconscious view she maintained.
Emma emphasized the fact that Caitlyn was a first year teacher frequently, and
while she did not compare this to her five years of teaching service, the message is clear.
She looked at Caitlyn’s newbie status negatively, with a deficient mindset rather than
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looking at her novice status as an opportunity for a fresh start, a new beginning. Emma
seemed to be frustrated by Caitlyn’s mere presence in the room sometimes, as evidenced
by the video recording. Caitlyn seemed unaware of Emma’s views about her until we all sit
down together and engaged in a video elicitation interview to review my video footage.
When Emma shared that she was frustrated with Caitlyn during the filming, Caitlyn spoke
up and stated that she had no idea and continued to claim that she didn’t want their coteaching relationship to be negatively affected.
These two teachers talked a big game about communicating frequently with each
other. They both shared with me during their interviews that should an issue arise they were
both comfortable talking to the other. However, the opposite is the reality of what took place
in the Cypress Classroom. Both Emma and Caitlyn harbored frustrations toward each other
but neither opened up about them until I showed them footage and directly asked about their
tensions. Even at that point Emma skirted around avoiding talking about issues that I knew
existed, as she shared with me one-on-one. This co-teaching team existed in an ambiguous
space where they contradicted what they said, and stayed silent toward each other about
their issues. I believe the in-between space they choose to live in felt safe to them, they
could go to work, get their jobs done and go home leaving their issues at the preschool
because no one had spoken about them, making them almost dreamlike. I think it is easier
for teachers to not say anything to each other about issues, as opposed to speaking up and
possibly making their work life more difficult, more uncomfortable and more awkward.
This aligns with my experiences, I chose to keep silent for years because I was so scared of
making things worse with my co- teaching and having to spend forty plus hours a week
with a woman that downright hated me. While I knew, subconsciously, that the chances
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were she already hated me I didn’t want to exacerbate the situation. I feel this is where
Emma and Caitlyn were at in their relationship, they were two women working together,
putting on the appearances of functioning ok, but in reality they were very tense and
frustrated. This teaching team exhibited phenomenon that are consistent with findings in the
literature about co-teaching. They struggled to maintain a professional relationship as they
had differing views and teaching beliefs. They didn’t see each other as equals, Emma’s
engrained beliefs about the split nature of teaching roles played into how she treated and
viewed Caitlyn. They were not provided the time to sit down and engage in professional
conversations related to their relationship.
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Chapter 6: A Case of Power Delineation in a Co-Teaching Relationship
“I think in a co-teaching relationship one person does have to ultimately relent that power in
a sense and you have to either be ok with it or you can’t be in a co-teaching relationship at
all”
- Kristen
Kristen and Eve taught in the Eucalyptus Classroom with eighteen three and four
year- olds. Kristen was new to the preschool; she had been there four months. She had two
years of experience teaching kindergarten. She held a Bachelor’s Degree in Early
Childhood Education and was currently pursuing her Master’s in Elementary Education.
Kristen was small framed, slender and had shoulder length black silky hair. She didn’t
appear to wear makeup, she had a fresh faced look that illustrated her natural beauty or that
she knew how to apply makeup in the most natural, flawless way. She dressed with the
look of someone who spent a lot of money on their clothing, but dressed casually. She
always looked put together, her hair was never up, she was always wearing her Apple
watch and she had an air-like quality about her. She seemed to float into rooms and was
graceful in her movements. Kristen and I were friends, she eased into her teaching position
at the preschool with effortlessness. She was very easy to talk to, and could have a
conversation with anyone and quickly became professional acquaintances with
everyone on staff. This was no easy task, as some of the women could be standoffish and
unapproachable. Emma shared with me that she had a difficult time with how easily Kristen
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transitioned into the preschool. She reflected that she had a hard time building relationships
and becoming fully comfortable as a teacher, and that she was envious of how easily
Kristen built relationships and friendships with others that she worked with.
Eve had been at the preschool for four years. She had completed two of her four
required internships at the preschool and worked as a graduate assistant while pursuing her
Master’s Degree in Early Childhood Education. Eve had long dark hair, about half way
down her back, was medium height and had a smaller build. She also had an effortless
beauty about her, she didn’t wear makeup, let her hair dry naturally, but always looked put
together, in a bohemian type of way. Eve was one of the most positive teachers I have had
experience with at the preschool. She and I had a personal relationship; I was her
cooperating teacher while she spent a semester completing her final internship in my
classroom at the preschool. During that time we became friends; not “hang out on the
weekend” friends, but we did know of each other’s personal lives and had conversations
and shared details that you can only have with someone who has seen you at your best and
worst, having spent forty plus hours together every week for an entire semester teaching
and learning together. Eve was a preservice teacher in my classroom when I worked with
the co-teacher that I had such negative experiences with. I remember looking to Eve as a
confidant when things were really bad between Irene and I. We had those moments where
we could just glance at each other across the classroom and know what the other was
thinking. We never had explicit conversations with each other about what she observed as a
preservice teacher in my classroom, but it felt like it went unsaid. We understood each
other, on a nonverbal level and she was someone I trusted completely.
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Kristen and Eve seemed to work with each other with ease. They seemed to enjoy
working together and were often seen engaging in conversations; before opening hours,
during playground time and on lunch break. They liked each other personally and it showed,
they were often laughing; their classroom had a positive, light atmosphere about it. Kristen
worked in the Eucalyptus Room in the Fall without Eve, as she went on maternity leave in
October for three months. Kristen really seemed to miss Eve and the two appeared to be a
solid teaching team since Eve returned to work. Eve and Kristen cared about each other on a
personal level, cared about their level of happiness, engaged in conversations about life and
family and had a relationship that expanded beyond work, however, they did not see each
other outside of the preschool. I think this level of friendship is central to a healthy coteaching relationship. They knew about each other’s families, know when one of them was
having a bad day, knew when things at home were rough, they knew what make each other
happy and satisfied at work. This type of relationship seemed to benefit this team as they
communicated with ease. They were constantly talking about everything from the children in
the class, to work circumstances, to weekend plans. Looking from the outside in, it appeared
as though Kristen and Eve were a flawless teaching team. If they had issues, it was not
obvious to the observer. However, upon closer inspection the two were not perfect, their
teaching relationship was complicated and deserved to be looked at more closely. The
following sections discuss the themes that emerged from the data that was generated with
Eve and Kristen.
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The Multifaceted Nature of Collaboration
“It’s when you work together towards the same goal. So, it’s not you or me, it’s not
individualized, it’s for the kids. It’s for our classroom, it’s for this finalization”Kristen
It was immediately clear that Kristen and Eve were strong collaborators and that
collaboration were important to them and central to their relationship. They frequently
mentioned, together and separately, that they worked together with the shared goal of
doing what was best for the children in their classroom. Collaboration was brought up a
lot, illustrating that it was something that was highly important to both women. Both
women discussed putting aside their own agendas so that may more fully come together
to meet the needs of their students. Individually, Eve shares:
I think that’s pretty cool about our classroom is that if the outcome is positive, it’s
everybody’s. Everyone. Because everybody had a job there, everybody did
something so we had that result. If something didn’t go well it’s no one person’s
fault, it’s not one or the other.
Kristen also made statements that exemplify her feelings about collaboration. During the
video elicitation interview, after we observed the Eucalyptus Classroom during a typical day,
Kristen stated “cause it’s all collective. It’s not like our achievements, it’s the kids”. During
the lesson- planning meeting I observed this sense of collaboration was evident.
The nature of their planning meeting was different than the others I’d observed.
Following is an entry from my researcher journal that I recorded following the completion of
the Eucalyptus planning meeting.
I am immediately struck by how positive the planning meeting was. Eve and
108

Kristen were efficient and supportive of each other the entire meeting. They both
nodded their head while the other was talking, there was constant eye contact and
the air in the office was light and optimistic. There is a final intern in the Eucalyptus
classroom that participated in today’s planning meeting and
Kristen and Eve both seem to have adopted a mentor role to her. It was clear
that the teachers not only cooperate, but they collaborate. In other planning meetings
teachers spoke using “I” statements, in this one the teachers used “we”. They
seem to really view themselves as one unified front and enjoy being around each
other. There was laughter and everyone smiled a lot. They looked at each other
and seemed to want each other’s positive confirmation when they shared ideas. I
left the planning meeting feeling light and the two teachers walked out laughing
with each other and spent the following lunch breaks with each other. It is clear
these two enjoy each other’s company.
During the planning meeting the teachers discussed the possibility of an upcoming
field trip. As they brainstormed ideas Kristen began typing up a permission slip asking
“Wednesday? Same time?” These women worked as a well-oiled machine. While their
computers were open during this meeting neither of them looked into the screens until
Kristen began typing the permission slip, at the closure of the meeting. This is in stark
contrast to the other planning meetings I observed. Kristen and Eve looked at each other,
talked directly to each other, nodded frequently and said “yea!” with such enthusiasm for
the other’s ideas. The ideas they decided to implement in the classroom were neither one nor
the other’s ideas. Even though one teacher provided the basis for the lesson ideas, the other
jumped in and the curriculum truly became a collaborative, mutual one.
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The Complicated Nature of Co-Teaching Relationships
The Eucalyptus team members shared a mentality of good vibes only. They opposed
negativity and publicly tried to avoid it. Eve had a mantra of “good vibes” and this seemed
to have become the unofficial title for the Eucalyptus Room attitude. This mindset seemed
to meet some opposition at the preschool, privately. Others rolled their eyes and didn’t seem
to buy into the “good vibes” notion. Whether this was because the others didn’t buy into it
or found it fake is unknown to me, no one really talked about it. I just saw eye rolls and a
general lack of enthusiasm when the Eucalyptus teachers preached this mindset to others.
After observing the teachers in their natural state over the course of data generation I was
surprised by the fact that although these teachers appeared as a united front, their
relationship was much more complex. And that while they presented as a team there was so
much more to their relationship than met the eye.
When I interviewed Kristen it seemed as though she had been silently and patiently
waiting for the opportunity to share her feelings. It was clear she had spent a great deal of
time thinking about the things she shared with me; that she was unhappy deep down. But,
she chose to cover it with the façade of “good vibes”. Kristen began her interview by
sharing that she was technically an assistant teacher. This was clearly a source of
contention for her; she said it with a despondency that was permeating. Kristen told me she
felt blind-sided, that she felt she was lured into her job under false pretenses. She stated that
she was unaware that her job line would be that of assistant, and she felt that the use of such
labels is toxic. She shared that while she knew, upon wanting to work at the preschool, that
there were two teachers in each room, she did not realize that titles were still used for
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employment classification purposes. We had the following conversation about her shock
and feelings about being hired as an assistant:
Kristen: Um, yea honestly I feel like so...I got on the assistant line and in the
beginning of the year I had a discussion, I had talked with Megan and I
also talked with Eve because I felt very uncomfortable...
Researcher: With the label?
Kristen: With the label. I felt kind of lied to, I felt my worth of what I’ve achieved so
far was just like gone in one word. By...and really like, the application
process,
whenever your job applying, going through HR it’s a lot. Where you don’t
really get to think about what going on, but once it’s gotten in your system
it’s like ok now I’m all set that’s when it hits you.
Kristen was under the impression that she would be a lead teacher at the preschool. With
her experience and education she assumed this was a given. She shared that the
conversations she had with Megan, prior to her being hired, led her to believe she would
be filling a lead teacher position. Kristen started at the preschool as an hourly paid staff
(OPS) member. She was hired because one of the teachers was leaving for maternity
leave, so she was hired quickly and primed for the position. While she worked daily, it
took a while for her job to officially post, not allowing her to formally apply for the lead
teacher position and lock in her job title. However, she stated she wasn’t worried. When
her position posted another position also opened; one that Eve would fill. Kristen was
unsure what happened in this time period, that something shifted and things became
strained. She was told she could apply for the position, but things were ambiguous. She
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shared that Megan did not say anything to her about a sudden change in positions and that
she was told to apply as it was open. She continued that she went to apply and noticed
there were two positions available, one for lead teacher and one for assistant teacher.
She of course applied for lead and was shocked when she was given the role of
assistant. I remember her sharing, when this was taking place, how awkward and angry
she was. She was unaware that the position she would be filing was that of an assistant
teacher, greatly impacting not only her pay, but also her self-worth. Doubled with her
own feelings of inadequacy, she watched as her co-teacher, Eve, was handed the position
of lead teacher. Kristen claims she was led on, that she had no idea she was going to be
offered an assistant line. We had the following conversation about it:
Kristen: I knew there was two teachers, I didn’t know I was gonna come in
as an assistant line.
Researcher: When you did find out how did that frame the way you felt about things?
Kristen: Um, it was a problem. I think the term lead and assistant really makes one
feel you get a....
Researcher: Like inferior or...
Kristen: Yea, you get one lens to how you portray yourself. So, you know when
you consider someone like me who’s had…so this is my fourth year
coming.. and you label me as an assistant. 1) It makes me feel..I don’t feel..
like I deserve an assistant line. I think I have enough competency, I have a
Master’s Degree...
In Kristen’s case the use of the label “assistant teacher” was the root of a lot of
unhappiness that ultimately led to her leaving the preschool for a new job. Although she
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shared that her co-teacher, Eve, did not look down on her or treat her as an assistant, the
title did dictate her pay. She expressed frustration in this sharing “if you are gonna use that
the assistant should just be in charge of certain things and be paid for what they do. Rather
than you’re not an assistant you are gonna do everything, but get paid way less and then
also.. ” This was a sentiment I have heard before at the preschool from those teachers with
the job title assistant. The term co-teaching was used for how teacher’s work together in the
classroom, however, there was a large imbalance in pay scale. Previous assistants shared
similar frustration in that they are expected to share responsibilities 50/50 with the person
then work with, but got paid significantly less. I don’t think these teachers entered the job
with the frustration, but it did seem to develop slowly, festering and eating away at them. I
have known three teachers that have left the preschool for this exact reason.
And it wasn’t the pay it was the acknowledgment and the confidence level. And I
think when I started as an assistant my confidence level and what I knew I was
capable of doing went down. I didn’t, I felt less confident and less competent at
what I could do starting out as an assistant. You know what I mean. I mean when I
put that in terms with co-teaching in the classroom I think, you know how I said it
really goes with personalities, so if I was the type of person to be really head strong
a little bit aggressive, someone who was just speaks out their mind I probably
would have but heads a lot with Eve.
This statement shows that Kristen felt undervalued due to the label of assistant. She felt
people viewed her differently because of this and it seemed to sink into her subconscious,
negatively affecting her entire aura. “No one should ever feel unvalued. It’s not like I felt
bullied or anything. But having the background and experience I could get more monetary
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wise and get more recognition”. She did tell me that Eve had never made her feel any less
valued or respected. She shared that Eve told her that her job title doesn’t matter and that
they were both equals. Kristen had heard the language “lead” and “assistant” being used by
administration during tours with prospective families and the current parents at the
preschool used this language too. So, while they preschool was moving toward a coteaching approach to teaching, it seems as though it was going to take a grassroots
movement to completely remove this language from the vernacular of the stakeholders.
Value is a theme that recurred for the teachers in the Eucalyptus Room. Eve shared
during our video elicitation interview that she valued what Kristen brought to the table. She
states:
We have the same, like, level of education. We, in the classroom we can do the
same things. I’m not better than her, she’s not better than me. I think she has her
skills-like she does stuff much better than me in some ways. I think I do other
things better than her. I think we complement each other.
The two continued to tell me that they care for each other. That their relationship was based
off of more than looking at each other as only teachers. They value each other’s friendship
and care for each other as humans. This co-teaching team appeared to care for one another
aligning with the Ethics of Care (Noddings, 1984). The Eucalyptus Room co-teachers
respect what they each bring to the table and recognized that they both have different
strengths and weaknesses and that a job title does not impact that for them. However, I saw
from my conversations with Kristen that her job title was a huge issue and one that she
cannot move past. She felt inferior to Eve, and in turn relinquished some of her power to her.

114

Avoiding Conflict in a Co-Teaching Relationship
Power came up when Kristen talked about her relationship with Eve to me privately
during our interview. While the two had a very successful co-teaching relationship for all
intensive purposes, they collaborated incredibly well and seemed to be very happy, Kristen
expressed some issues. Eve had a dominating personality, she was the center of the room
when she was in it, could command a crowd, was loud, beautiful, and captivating. Kristen
was the opposite; she is meek, quiet, pretty, and admittedly, much more passive. She
confessed that she assumed the more passive role in her and Eve’s co-teaching relationship
to make things easier.
Kristen: One has to learn to give up a little bit of oneself. If you...but you say you’re
equal but you’re not really. Because yea. Let’s so, do it in the example of a
marriage. Maybe you start out real strong, but eventually you have to…
you’re gonna come with a difference and either A) you’re gonna argue about
it or B) you just forget about it or C) someone says ya know, it’s not worth it
so let me just...and that’s not anyone’s fault. Like if I did that to myself that’s
my decision. And I would never say you made me! But I think in a coteaching relationship one person does have to ultimately relent that power in
a sense and you have to either be ok with it or you can’t be in a co-teaching
relationship at all.
Eve shared that she thought the transition to working with Eve went as smoothly as
it did because Kristen was so easygoing. She shared that “I think if I was with someone that
was like “”that’s my classroom”” I would feel very uncomfortable”. Kristen described
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relinquishing power for the greater good of her co-teaching relationship with Eve. I believe
that Eve had no idea that Kristen felt her out, assessed the situation and assumed a certain
role; the type of role she knew would complement Eve’s more dominant style. Eve spoke of
the successes of their co- teaching relationship and how well they communicated and
delineated tasks without issue. In the following excerpts both teachers discuss the same
event separately to me in their interviews.
Both of their interpretations of the event are below.
Kristen: For like lunchtime I read a book. And it’s not like I ever said like “ok,
I’m gonna read the book everyday”. But, I end up reading the book every
day after lunch.
But, it’s just because one day it was getting really hectic and I told the kids
“hey guys, we’re gonna read a story”. And naturally, it just happened. And it
was
never like I never verbally affirmed it with her or asked and that was fine.
Eve: We used to have a very chaotic transition, and one day I came to the hallway,
got a big book and sat down and said “all right, I’m going to read a book”.
And it’s funny that in our classroom we have intuition, like, I went to the
hallway, got the book, like, I didn’t ask for permission. You know what I
mean? And she followed it. She was like ok, she’s reading the book. The
kids are sitting down with her, listening to her, cool… But she just got the
initiative to like do it every day… I think that one day she was reading, and I
was like “wow, Kristen, you read really well with the kids, they’re very
engaged with it.
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Both women recounted the experience of leaving the classroom, selecting a text, and
reading it to the children differently. I am unsure of whose account is accurate, however,
what is detectable is the spread of power amongst Eve and Kristen. In her statement Kristen
stated she read the story on that hectic day and never cleared it with Eve; that she took it
upon herself to make this decision for the classroom. She stated she never asked Eve for
her permission to make this change to their daily routine. In Eve’s account of what
happened she went out and grabbed the book, that this story time was her idea and that one
day Kristen did it and she told her how good she thought her story time was. And, the rest
is history. However, the series of events actually took place is unclear, but what I detected
from their accounts is that Kristen shared not asking for Eve’s approval, quite a rebellious
move for her. Eve recounted being the teacher who made this decision and change to their
schedule and that Kristen “follows it”, then she gave her verbal praise and now Kristen
does it every day. The breakdown of power is evident in this statement, Eve approved of
Kristen reading the story and now this is a regular part of their day. Both women’s
memories of this event are interesting as they both seem to
hold power to make the decision to change the schedule, but Kristen’s seeking for approval
and Eve’s dispersion of approval shows an imbalance of power.
It’s important to note that when I brought this memory up with both Eve and Kristen
there was an interesting exchange regarding the experience. What both had told me,
separately, seemed to merge into a different experience, with Eve leading the discussion.
The following conversation took place when I brought up the pre-nap time reading
recollection that both teachers brought up separately with me.
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Eve: “I think Kristen reads books very well, and she does that before nap time. I
never told her she should do it; she just took it over”.
Kristen: Right, yea yea.
Eve: The first time, remember that? And you said “oh, I like this idea!” Next day
she, was, she..read the following day she read again, and she kept doing it.
Kristen: You’re right. And that yea true. And did it bother you? Eve: No!
This conversation was starkly in contrast with what Kristen had shared with me
about the experience. I couldn’t help but feel like she was taking the submissive role
because it was the easiest route to happiness for her team. Kristen’s language seemed
dominating, and somewhat persuasive- I’m curious if she really believed that Kristen
would tell her if this experience bothered her. History seems to be somewhat rewritten,
based on whoever tells it in the Eucalyptus Room. And this history seems to usually favor
Eve, with Kristen on the outskirts.
Delineating Roles in a Co-Teaching Relationship
When I asked Eve and Kristen about how they shared teaching responsibilities they
told me that before the beginning of the school year they had conversations about how they
would prospectively split teaching tasks and obligations. This is noteworthy was I am
curious if the breakdown of classroom responsibilities and job titles lined up. Is there any
credence behind the co-teaching 50/50 job split, or did job title really affect job
responsibilities at the preschool? In the other classrooms this has been a mixed result, but I
was curious if the “dream team” were as seamless as they appear to be. When I observed
the two as they taught during my classroom observation I was struck at how seamlessly
they worked together, like a well-oiled machine.
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The two floated from center to center, communicating with each other nonverbally as they
did so. As we watched a video clip that I recorded during my classroom observation Eve
stated “You know what I noticed! We didn’t talk to each other the whole time! Kristen and
I, we didn’t talk to each other. But, we’re helping each other”. During the entire seventynine minutes of recorded time Kristen and Eve shared two very brief conversations. The rest
of their communication was done through glances toward each other.
During our video elicitation interview I shared another clip that I found worth
discussing with the teaching team. In the clip Eve was on the carpet with a small group of
children playing with a robot, trying to program and move the robot around the carpet.
Kristen was in the Dramatic Play center with a small group of children playing kitchen.
They were cooking and pretending to eat. The two centers the teachers were right next to
each other. Christina, the preservice teacher, gave the children a five-minute warning,
after Eve silently mouthed “5 minutes” to her and held up the fingers on her left hand. This
warning signaled the children that they will shortly be cleaning up to go outside and play.
Kristen paused for a moment and then got up from the Dramatic Play center and began
walking around the classroom, cleaning toysand tidying up. She covered the water table up
and walked to the sink, opened the cabinet above it and removed the soapy and bleach
water for cleaning. While she was doing this Kristen was sitting crisscross style on the
carpet, ensuring the children there did not engage in any more arguing, as the children
there were yelling at each other a few moments ago. Kristen began cleaning the tables. As
Eve helped the children clean the classroom Kristen walked around pushing chairs in and
wiping down the two remaining tables. She lined the children up at the back door and
walked them out to the playground. I was struck by this few moments of filming as it
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seemed as though there were clearly delineated teacher roles, even though the two claim
they split responsibilities 50/50. During this last six minutes of filming Kristen was
performing those duties that are traditionally considered “assistant” responsibilities. It’s
possible that this was just what happened during this observation and that the two teachers
do actually share duties, but I couldn’t be positive. I played this clip during our video
elicitation interview and immediately Eve shared “while it was going I knew that was
going to be your question. Because she’s doing the kind of like, what people think the
assistant…” and she trailed off. I asked the two if they’ve ever had conversations about
how they intended to share these types of classroom duties. The following exchange took
place:
Kristen: Yea, we’ve never talked about... Eve: Who cleans more tables.
Kristen: It’s not about, its’ the kind of like Eve said. Maybe it’s the ego thing, it’s not
a demeaning...I don’t take it as something like “ugh, I’m doing the tables and
the sweeping”.
Eve: Do I ever make you feel like you were supposed to do those things and not
me? Kristen: No. that’s the thing too-I feel like, I just I think, but...you know my
personality
I’m very like dut dut dut dut. I’m very like structural like time, so I think
I naturally do it on demand. Like, I will look at the clock and say oh 5
more minutes. So, that’s why if you were too tally, maybe I do it more.
But it’s not
because you were like “you do it”, it’s because that’s my personality. If I
see like, it’s like ok, I’ve gotta do this. I’ve gotta close the sand table first
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because I don’t want more sand on the ground, like it makes me anxious.
And I think she knows that too. And it’s not like you can do it, but...I just
do it naturally.
It was unclear how the Eucalyptus teachers split these responsibilities up in their
classroom. What was clear to me is that they didn’t speak about it with each, they were
comfortable with the status quo and the way things were currently operating. Or, at least
they were comfortable enough to not rock the boat and speak about it. I got the impression
that Kristen took on the more traditional “assistant” role more frequently than Eve, and I
sensed, that this frustrated her. However, she didn’t mention this but did discuss that she
naturally did the cleaning, as she’s more orderly naturally. As discussed by Scruggs et al.
(2007) when two teachers work together in a classroom it is natural for one to naturally
assume the subordinate role. That appeared to be what was happening in the Eucalyptus
Room. While neither woman admitted to having explicitly stated that they discussed how to
broke down their responsibilities, it happened naturally. It’s possible that it was due to
disposition and personality style, or was it something more? Eve and Kristen don’t discuss
this, but they do state that their dynamic was fluid and had evolved over time as they’ve
navigated working with each other.
According to Strogilos et al. (2013) this lack of clarity in roles can lead to
frustration, and while Kristen equated her frustration with the lack of administrative clarity
and pay disparity, I can’t help but believe that the fact that she has assumed the role of
classroom tidier hadn’t helped play into this frustration. It is clear that the lack of
description in these women’s job responsibilities had caused them to create their own state
of beings, functional, operational roles that provided them the space to spend over forty
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hours a week together, accomplishing things in their classroom and getting things done.
How balanced or equal this breakdown was is unclear. It seemed as though Kristen’s silence
on these issues may speak louder than her words. When she spoke to me one- on-one she
provided more information, but when engaging in conversations with both Eve and I, she
took the more passive silent role, affirming what Eve had to say.
Synthesis
What was the nature of Kristen and Eve’s co-teaching relationship? This coteaching team had their share of success. But that success was laced with tension, however
silent that tension may have been. From their case study we have seen how roles can be
delineated in co- teaching relationships and how these delineations can impact job
satisfaction. Kristen had expressed frustration and anger toward the administration at the
preschool, and she admitted to naturally assuming the more passive role in their coteaching relationship because sometimes it’s just easier to become subservient than to
fight. I think this assumption of roles had greatly increased her general frustration with her
job. It is clear that Eve is unaware of the struggles Kristen had daily with her job roles, pay
and overall satisfaction. While I know that the two talked openly about Kristen’s job
satisfaction and issues, it was clear after observation of their planning meeting, a day in
the life of the Eucalyptus Room, engaging in interviews separately and generating data
together in our video elicitation interview, that Kristen was selective about what she says
to Eve. I believe this was due to the power disparity in their relationship. Ultimately it
came down to the fact that Eve made more money than Kristen and Kristen was angry
about this, and ultimately left the preschool at the end of the semester this data was
generated because of this. As a teacher at the school when this took place I can note that
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people were sad to see Kristen leave and her reasons for leaving were known publically.
She spoke openly about her issues with administration misleading her. However, her
departure seemed to make little impact on the environment. Everyone continued about
their normal day-to- day business, assuming that “another one bites the dust” and this
experience had little impact on the structure of the preschool.
The themes that emerged from Eve and Kristen’s data are:

The

The
Complicated
Nature of Coteaching
Relationships

Nature of

Avoiding
Conflict in a
Co-Teaching
Relationship

A Case of
Power

Figure 6. Eve and Kristen’s Themes
They were a deeply complex duo that managed to navigate their roles and
relationship in a very ambiguous sea. With no clear structure or outline for how to run their
classroom Kristen and Eve were left to figure it out on their own. And I think they did so
with success, on the surface level. It’s when you dig into these two women’s dynamic that
you find the holes and gaps that made their co-teaching relationship so multifaceted. From
one angle it looks clear, but when you inspect more closely you can see the cloudiness that
fogged them. It should be noted that while Kristen openly discussed her issues with pay and
the “assistant” job title with her colleagues and fellow teachers at the preschool, it is unclear
if she shared these frustrations with administration upon leaving. So, while the observer can
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poke holes at the structure of job roles, pay and the general structure with which the
preschool functions, I wonder to what extent they are aware how much this impacts those
individuals that work there.
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Chapter 7: Cross Case Analysis
The purpose of this case study was to explore co-teaching relationships in preschool
classrooms. This study explored six women’s experiences working in co-teaching teams in
preschool classrooms and the different ways this practice is manifested in early childhood
classrooms. Co-teaching is a highly complex phenomenon where two teachers work together
in the same classroom to teach young children. There is lack of definition for the term,
however, it is the common practice in preschool in the United States. Teachers in preschool
classrooms are often paired up to meet state childcare licensing requirements (Barnett,
Friedman-Krauss, Gomez, Horowitz, Weisenfeld, & Squires, 2016). When there are two
teaches in a classroom the number of children that are permitted to be in the space increases.
Preschools are moneymaking institutions that ultimately function by making a profit. As a
result, it is common for classrooms to have higher numbers of children in them with two
adults, working together to teach them. However, there is a paucity of research that exists on
co-teaching.
From what we do know, teachers report challenges working with another adult in
the classroom due to dissimilar teaching philosophies, teaching styles and overall beliefs
about early education (Devecchi et al., 2010; Han et al., 2010; Malm, 2004; Nellis, 2012;
Ratcliffe et al., 2011; Rytivaara et al, 2012; Souto-Manning, Cahnmann-Taylor, Dice &
Wooten, 2008). Teachers often view their counterpart as an obstacle to overcome, rather
than a resource (Fitzgerald and Theilheimer, 2013). Tensions may arise as co-teachers
attempt to navigate the uncharted waters of working with another adult in preschool
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classrooms. Teaching is a highly emotional endeavor, and when paired with an adult with
whom you clash and struggle to maintain a positive relationship, I believe this impacts
one’s teaching practices and the overall classroom environment.
This aligns with my own experiences as a preschool teacher. I struggled through five
years of teaching with the same woman. We were on opposite ends of the preschool teacher
spectrum, I was a fresh college graduate that prided myself on incorporating current
research based practices into my curriculum, aspired to be a responsive educator, identified
with an ethics of care (Noddings, 1984) and was a White, middle-class female in my
twenties. My co- teacher was everything that contrasted with me. She was a middle-aged,
African American female with an early childhood certification, no college degree. She was
more interested in maintaining the status quo with our students; her teaching practices were
extremely outdated and she often viewed children as incapable. She spoke loudly when I
spoke softly, stood to speak to our students where I sat in chairs and looked at them at their
eye-level, brought pre- made activity ideas to our lesson planning meetings where I sought
to innovate and create new, challenging instruction for our students.
Since this study was conducted my role has shifted and I no longer work at the study
site. However, it was my experiences of working with my co-teacher at the start of my
teaching career that led me to explore the co-teaching phenomenon more in-depth. When I
was living the reality of working with a woman with whom I had such a misalignment I felt
isolated and embarrassed, like I couldn’t reach out to anyone for guidance. After my coteacher left the preschool that I was able to start to think more holistically about my
experiences and wanted to explore what others in my situation were going through. The six
women that participated in this study displayed extremely complex, complicated, intriguing
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relationships with their counterparts. Data generation was emotional and highly personal in
very different ways with each teacher.
This chapter includes a review of how I analyzed the data, a summary of each
individual co-teaching team, a cross-case analysis (Stake, 2006) that shares the
commonalities and differences amongst the three teams taking a closer look at the
complexities of co-teaching, and finally, implications for the field of early childhood and
conclusions.
The research questions that guided this study were:
1. What are teachers’ notions about co-teaching?
2. What are co-teachers’ experiences working in preschool classrooms?
3. How does care manifest in co-teaching relationships?
I employed a qualitative approach to research in this study. Qualitative research is a
naturalistic form of research that seeks to understand the world from the perspectives of
those living it (Hatch, 2002). I acted as the primary instrument for data collection
throughout the study and was impacted by my previous experiences with co-teaching, those
women that participated in this study, my history at the preschool and personal values. A
multi-case study methodology (Stake, 2006) was selected as a means for data analysis for
this study. This methodology was chosen based on the following:
 I explored

the varied ways co-teaching is manifested in different situations

and classrooms in one preschool context
 I explored

different teachers’ perspectives on co-teaching

 I provided

an in-depth look at the experiences of four teachers working

in co- teaching teams
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 I employed

multiple data collection methods including interviews, observations,

and document analysis
 I sought

to explore the views directly related to a phenomenon as they unfold in

practice
 I sought

to refine and develop understanding of co-teaching rather than

generalize
In chapters four, five and six I took a detailed look at each co-teaching team, as a
single unit, in order to describe the themes that emerged from each dyad’s experiences.
Each teaching team was significantly different from the others; they all brought a variety of
knowledge, experience, history and opinions regarding co-teaching to this study. Studying
each teaching team separately was critical in order to gain a deeper, more authentic
understanding of co- teaching in preschool classrooms. The data record for each teaching
team included: the transcriptions from their lesson planning meetings, video recording of a
classroom observation, transcriptions from individual teacher interviews, transcription from
a joint video elicitation interview and my researcher journal. I began by utilizing an
inductive approach to coding the data and analyzed in conjunction with data collection. I
employed a two-phase approach to coding the data (Saldana, 2013) that involved beginning
with open coding and moved toward axial coding. I continued with this process until I
achieved saturation and then the process of moving from codes to categories to themes and
sub-themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). These themes were winnowed down until each
teaching team was represented by a series of themes that captured and represented their
data.
Following the completion of the single case analysis of each co-teaching team, I
worked to generate themes that spanned across all cases. Through these themes I attempted
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to answer the research questions that drove this study. This cross-case analysis generated
the following themes: connection, intentions, tension and appearances. In this chapter, what
follows is my cross-case analysis. The themes intentions and connection relate to my first
research question: What are teachers’ notions about co-teaching? The theme tension relates
to my second research question: What are co-teachers’ experiences working in preschool
classrooms? The theme appearances relates to my third research question: How does care
manifest in co-teaching relationships?

Tension

Intentions

Connection

Appearances

Seniority
•Care
Buy-In

•History
Personal Disconnect
Differing Dispositions
Lack of Support
Titles (Matter)

Figure 7. Cross Case Themes
Review of Individual Co-Teaching Teams
Hilary and Veronica had a very complex, intricate, somewhat unhealthy
relationship. The two seemed to work together well at the beginning of their year long
period of working as a team; they were the yin to each other’s yang. They ate together,
laughed together and seemed to be in a bubble that no one else in the preschool could
penetrate. Hilary was so passive, painfully quiet and meek, and Veronica was the exact
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opposite, sometimes brash, dominant and controlling. They were standoffish, but not in a
way that was completely off- putting, just in a way that said “we have each other, and
we’re good with that”. What began as a promising co-teaching relationship turned sour
with the introduction of a preservice teacher in their classroom. Hilary and Veronica
struggled merging their approaches to teaching, responses to challenging behavior and
beliefs about nurturing those children in their classroom. Veronica seemed to do a 180
with the introduction of Savannah into the classroom. This addition to the Ash Classroom
sent Hilary spiraling, clinging for any connection with her counterpart but only grasping at
frayed edges. I believe the dissolution of their relationship can be largely contributed to
control. Veronica was a Type A, controlling person that railroaded Hilary out the door.
Hilary stood no chance, Veronica was meticulous. She collected notes, kept emails,
documented everything that Hilary did to a fault. Hilary felt picked-on, crushed and
eventually gave up the fight. Their relationship ultimately ended with Hilary’s departure
from the preschool, mid semester. This co- teaching team did not end on good terms, they
did not speak to each other unless absolutely necessary and Hilary left dragging her tail
between her legs, feeling defeated and overpowered.

Figure 8. Hilary and Veronica’s Themes
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Emma and Caitlyn were an extremely fascinating, tempestuous co-teaching team
to study. When I reflect upon the period of time I collected data with them I am left with
feelings of tension and restlessness. This team did not have a great relationship; in fact,
they had frequent periods of silence in which they would not speak to each other at all.
Their general dislike toward each other was often palpable. While neither woman
outwardly admitted to this, I found what they didn’t say to be just as powerful as what
they did share with me regarding the nature of their co-teaching relationship. They
functioned on a very structured “lead teacher, assistant teacher” playing field. Emma
referred to these differentiated roles very frequently and Caitlyn shared she felt this split.
The breakdown of responsibilities was a big concern for this teaching team; they wanted
things to be fair and even. This was in stark contrast as their, somewhat possibly
subconscious hierarchical beliefs that came out through data collection, regarding the roles
of lead and assistant teachers. Emma and Caitlyn operated as a new-age hybrid type of
lead and assistant. They didn’t like the terms, but used them and seemed to believe in them
(although this was hidden and covered up with how they thought they should be working
together). Caitlyn and Emma seemed to float in the same spaces as each other, but never
really passed or connected.
Their classroom observation was extremely difficult to record as the majority of
the time they were on extreme opposite ends of the room. It’s like they were opposite
ends of a magnet pushing away from each other from their very cores. Their “mojos”
never seemed to jive and they have a general lack of communication regarding their
issues. It was easier for this team to not speak, to not say what they mean or how they
feel, to leave their relationship in limbo- neither negative or positive.
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A Case of the Ambiguity of Co-Teaching
Relationships: Caitlyn and Emma
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Figure 9. Emma and Caitlyn’s Themes
Eve and Kristen were the most amicable of the three teaching teams I studied. They
seemed to care for each other and considered themselves friends. However, this friendship
was not as one-dimensional as it seemed. Eve and Kristen’s relationship was riddled with
power struggles, personal issues relating to pay differentials, responsibility breakdowns
and personality style issues. Kristen recognized the differences between her and Eve’s
personality styles early on and was clever enough to realize that one of them would need to
be more passive, and she easily assumed that role. Eve was a natural leader and Kristen felt
that there was not room in the classroom for two dominant personalities. The women
compared their relationship to that with a significant other. They managed to make it work
because they fit together, largely impart to Kristen’s perception of their personality styles.
The Eucalyptus Classroom teachers struck me as extremely interesting because it seemed
as though the majority of the relationship maintenance work was done by Kristen,
unbeknownst to Eve. Kristen had the ability respond how Eve seemed to want her to.
Kristen and Eve collaborated well with each other and shared the common goal of
doing what is best for the kids in their room. What ultimately ended their co- teaching
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relationship was Kristen’s departure from the preschool. The tension she experienced on a
daily basis regarding her job title, pay and responsibilities ate her alive and drove her to
leaving. She felt taken advantage of and treated like a subordinate, although she never
expressed this to Eve and Eve was unaware of her feelings. The two sought to create an
equal playing field in the classroom that was shared by both women, however, after
observations and discussions it didn’t seem like this was achieved. It is important to note
that the majority of the issues that affected this team were not known to Eve. She seemed
to dictate the conversations the team had by stating things like “do I ever feel like you were
supposed to do those things and not me”? regarding table cleaning and classroom
maintenance-typically assistant teacher responsibilities. Based on what Kristen told me
when it was just the two of us, I feel like she felt pressure from Kristen, like she couldn’t
be honest or that she was torn between wanting to keep the status quo and not rocking the
boat. So, she just placated Eve and went about her business, actively looking for a new job,
until she eventually found one and left. This one- sided silence does no one benefit a
relationship, from what I observed it creates and fosters resentment. Harboring anger
regarding roles, titles, pay, and responsibilities didn’t serve Eve, even if much of this anger
was directed toward the administration at the preschool it largely impacted her self-worth
and had an effect on her and Kristen’s relationship. While Kristen and Eve seemed like the
perfect co-teaching team, once their shell was cracked it was apparent they had their
struggles and issues, like the other co-teaching teams in this study.
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Figure 10. Eve and Kristen’s Themes
Co-Teaching Themes

Figure 11. All Co-Teaching Team’s Themes
Notions about Co-Teaching in Preschool Classrooms
Tension
Tension was a major commonality across all three teaching teams in this study.
Sub- themes that emerged within the theme tension include power/control, seniority,
and care. All three co-teaching teams studied were extremely diverse and distinct in
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their own unique manners. They all had varying degrees of relationships with each other
and attempted to work together in some fashion, regardless of their overall outlooks
toward co-teaching, all three teams had varying degrees of tension. Tension was a theme
that was consistent across all the co-teaching teams, although it manifested itself in
varying forms. Some team tension was palpable, like The Cypress Classroom teachers;
you could feel it while in their classroom or around them together. While the tension in
others, like The Eucalyptus Classroom, seeped in silently, quietly polluting the
relationship and overall success of the team. The Ash Classroom teachers started out
strong but the tension that riddled that team ultimately destroyed them. Every team was
their own unique entity, but behind their closed classroom doors they could not deny the
tension that manifested. The cause of each team’s tension varied, some teachers silently
swallowed the tension and others embraced it head-on unflinchingly and brutally.
Power/Control
Power and control seemed to be the root cause, or one of the major underlying
reasons, for all three teams tension. This sub-theme is consistent with the findings from the
literature review conducted prior to beginning data collection for this study. Issues
involving control were found to be one of the biggest challenges for teachers working in
co-teaching relationships (Droogenbroek et al., 2014; Fitzgerald et al., 2013; Ratcliff et al.,
2011; Scruggs et al., 2007; Wilson et al., 2008). These control issues were reported to
negatively impact the feelings teachers felt toward each other. Especially noteworthy,
these control issues are directly related to teacher burnout and departure from their field.
This finding aligns with the phenomenon that occurred during this study. Two teachers
left, at different points in the school year, at different phases in their co-teaching journey.
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The tension from power issues and control struggles led to them leaving the preschool.
Hilary left because her co-teacher made it so that she had no other choice, their ultimate
demise was the power struggles that punctured their relationship. Kristen left because coteaching was not her ideal teaching situation. She felt lost, powerless and resentful toward
co-teaching. She felt that it was a farce; that it was deceitful that something that is
packaged and sold as a partnership, a 50/50 relationship, is actually the opposite and this
philosophical tension drove her to leave her job. Someone succumbs to the other’s power
and relents, as was her situation with Eve.
Caitlyn and Emma’s relationship was plagued by tension, however, a lot of their
tension was silent. It was in what they didn’t say that illustrated the way tension drove
them away from each other. They were so past the point of trying to make their
relationship work, it had been sour for so long, that they simply coexisted in their
classroom. They communicated when necessary, played the parts of co-teachers and
functioned on a day-to- day basis. However, they were unhappy and the struggles they
had regarding the breakdown of power and control drove their relationship into the
ground. They worked as two separate entities in their classroom, barely speaking, moving
by each other as though they didn’t notice each other. My time spent observing their
classroom caused me to feel tense; watching the video clip of them in our video elicitation
interview was agonizing. These two teachers chose to ignore their issues, silently stewing
and festering, opting for silence over yelling. The following is an excerpt from my
researcher journal regarding the team’s tension:
The teachers appear tense with each other from the very beginning of
this meeting. There is tension in the room. The teachers rarely look at each
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other- their body language eludes to boredom, annoyance and doubt toward
each other. They literally position their bodies pointing away from each other,
toward what I interpret as the “neutral space”-the director. One teacher has a
clearly dominant role over the other, she speaks much more frequently than the
other, and is positioned as the one with power as exhibited through the
interaction-how was this established? Was it based on the fact that Caitlyn
entered “her room” as she so clearly thinks it is. Emma’s language is very
self- centered, she constantly uses “I”, “Me” and emphasis the use of these
words-why is this? Caitlyn barely speaks up during the meeting. She rolls her
eyes. This is very interesting to me. She does so visibly. Does she want others
to see her doing this? Why does she do this? I wonder what would happen if
the director was not a part of this meeting? Both teachers seem as though they
want to pretend each other are not there. When they speak they don’t look at
each other, they look to the director. Both of their bodies are physically angled
toward the director, not at each other.
This excerpt was from the lesson-planning meeting before I had ever observed
their classroom and witnessed the intense physical tension that permeated their classroom
teaching practices. These women tolerated each other because they had to. Veronica and
Hilary’s relationship was very destructive at the end and extremely tense. The power that
Veronica refused to surrender made Hilary feel inferior and subordinate, doubled with her
meek, shy personality it was a recipe for disaster. The following is an excerpt from
Hilary’s individual interview where she shares about her feelings regarding the control
issues with her co-teacher:
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Hilary: I never touched the iPad for documentation. I never get to use the
Kaymbu. I wouldn’t even remember how at this point. I was a final intern
when Kaymbu was piloted, so I was responsible for using it. When I left
the Shark Room I actually had to show Kelly how to use it. Like, this is
how I make storyboards, this is what I do to make it easier… And now I
haven’t touched it in 2 years. Last year I used a small pink digital camera
and had to remove the SD card, put it in my computer to download
pictures. It was a lot of extra steps.
Researcher: Yea, I noticed during my observation that you were using a small pink
tablet to take pictures that I didn’t recognize.
Hilary: Yea, now I use my own tablet to take pictures and do my documentation.
Here Hilary shares actually having to bring in her own personal technology
device to complete required documentation portions of job because Veronica would not
allow her to touch their classroom iPad. When it comes to the power and control issues
that they grappled with, it is as expansive as not only involving responsibilities and
classroom roles, but is so extensive it involved actual classroom artifacts. Veronica
claimed items in their classroom as her own, Hilary wasn’t allowed to touch or use. Not
only did this make Hilary’s job more difficult as she discussed above, but also it creates a
fractured, broken system in a classroom that claims to be co-taught.
Eve and Kristen’s classroom also had power and control issues. Kristen was vocal
with me about expressing the issues she had, however, when the opportunity presented itself
for her to share her feelings with Eve she stayed silent. Kristen openly didn’t want to rock
the boat. She sacrificed her happiness in the classroom for pacificity with Eve. The
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following is an excerpt from my researcher journal:
I’m starting to sense that Kristen chooses not to be honest with Eve because she
doesn’t want to disrupt the status quo. But, I also wonder to what extent her
frustrations and feelings of “giving-in” and being the passive to Eve’s dominant is
self-created. Eve is unaware they have any relationship issues, she adamantly denies
being in control, believing their relationship is balanced. And Kristen goes along with
this, it seems for Eve’s sake. But individually with me she shares differently. Why
doesn’t she feel like she can confront Eve, or why doesn’t she want to? Do these
teacher’s power struggles relate to dispositional styles, is the tension Kristen is
experiencing based on how her and Eve’s personalities interlock?
Eve is definitely a more dominant personality than Kristen. To a certain extent I believe
Kristen let Eve embrace her dominant role, the two compare their relationship to a
marriage. It is unclear why Kristen never shares her feelings with Eve, whether she felt like
she couldn’t or simply didn’t want to is unknown. However, this silent anger largely
contributed to the tension that existed for Kristen in her co-teaching relationship.
In a situation where someone has power there is always someone who doesn’t. In a
classroom led by two teachers, when one has power the other is powerless. This dichotomy
contradicts everything that lies behind the philosophy of co-teaching. Collaboration,
communication, relationships, balance, partnership-these ideals are difficult to reach when
you’re one half of a co-teaching relationship that is lopsided with a power differential. As
was the case for all three teaching teams that participated in this study, their relationships
were cracked due to tensions relating to power and control and none of them were able to
recover.
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Seniority
All teams had one teacher that had been at the preschool significantly longer than
the other. All three teams had one teacher with significant seniority that knew the ropes,
the ins and outs. In all three cases, the teacher that had the longer amount of service at the
preschool adopted the dominant role in the co-teaching relationship. Veronica took control
of every aspect of her classroom, selecting what Hilary was responsible for, what she
could touch and deciding on her role. It was clear Emma viewed herself as the lead, she
used this term numerous times during our interview and when I observed she was the
teacher leading a small group during center time. In Eve and Kristen’s case Eve was more
dominant, adopting the “let’s get things done” attitude.
Teaching involves making hundreds of on the spot decisions daily. It can be that
with more time in the field making these decisions becomes second nature. It is possible
that the senior teachers in each co-teaching team assumed the principal teacher role
naturally, that with experience comes fluidity in instinctively knowing what is needed; not
only in teaching, but also in a teaching relationship. These senior teachers knew the ins and
out of the preschool, knew how it functioned operationally, having spent over forty hours a
week, every week for years at the preschool. They seemed to have the physical
responsiveness to how the classrooms at the preschool function, at least what worked
historically. It is these senior teachers that took the lead in lesson planning, in the
classroom, dealing with families and in their relationships with their counterparts.
During Emma and Caitlyn’s lesson planning meeting Emma did the large
majority of the speaking, the conversation seemed to exist between her and the director
solely. Caitlyn spent time typing and spoke when necessary. This was Caitlyn’s first year
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as a teacher and it could be possible that, as Emma had more years’ experience, Caitlyn
was observing and learning. Or, it could be that since Emma had more years in the field
she considered herself more of the expert, having had more opportunity to “get things
right” in the classroom, and assumed she was more knowledgeable-thus taking the lead
in planning. During my interview with Caitlyn she told me “I think um, and this is, I
don’t know if it’s seniority to be honest. But sometimes I feel like with the problems or
the problems that are handled first. The problems that are made aware first, I’m not
making much sense”. Caitlyn was trying to tell me, without being explicit, that she
believed the teacher in the co-teaching team that has more seniority gets their problems
handled more quickly and is paid more attention. In her case she felt that Emma was paid
more consideration, but had a difficult time articulating this. I feel that Caitlyn feels
somewhat defeated, as evidenced by her statement and her behaviors around Emma. She
is quiet, keeps to herself and seems to have developed an understanding that this is just
the way it is. As discussed in their chapter above, there was one exchange where Caitlyn
challenged Emma, mildly. However, this is really the only example of Caitlyn finding
her voice.
In the classroom I find it interesting that Emma and Caitlyn are each responsible
for their own projects. They mention that in the past they have split the class down the
middle and each conducted their own projects. No other classrooms function this way, and
that is not to say this is a poor teaching practice. It is noteworthy to consider that these
teachers may have done this so have less communication and exchange with each other.
Even the way they discussed breaking the classroom documentation displays in half 50/50
is interesting. It seems like they attempted to avoid co-teaching; each responsible for their
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own project work, their own documentation, and assessments. When I observed them the
class was studying one topic, but even the way the teachers broke down duties illustrates
their lack of amicability. They have a rotation schedule, on Monday Wednesday and
Friday Emma does circle time, and they alternate days they potty the children. The other
classrooms have a more fluid approach to co- teaching, this team is very structured.
In Eve and Kristen’s case Eve is the more senior team member and is a natural leader.
It’s interesting that she and Kristen worked together for only a few months before she left
for maternity leave. Kristen was responsible for the classroom while Eve was gone, and yet,
upon her return Kristen relented majority control back to Eve. Control in the form of
allowing her to be the unspoken leader in the room. It is clear Kristen never had a
conversation with Eve about the nature of their relationship, it was just natural. Eve shared
she had observed her fair share of unhealthy co-teaching relationships in her time spent at the
preschool. She seemed to take great care in her and Kristen’s relationship status, asking
questions, telling me they were both equals and have strengths and weaknesses that balanced
each other. She and Kristen had the closest to harmonious co-teaching relationship, however,
there was still a large power differential that clouded it. Kristen shared that when she started
at the preschool a few months before that she was left to fend for her own in terms of figuring
out day to day nuances. She was left to ask those around her and this may have had a large
role in shaping her teaching disposition. She looked to those that had been at the preschool
longer as “experts” and looked at herself as a novice needing hand-outs from those that held
knowledge. It’s possible this could have been avoided had she been given any type of
orientation or guidance from administration. This was not the case and she came to view
those around her as resources, those that held the knowledge she needed.
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It was clear that the preschool classrooms were structured with one senior
individual and one younger staff member. It is unclear if things were structured this way
intentionally, however, it is clear that this type of structure created tension amongst coteachers. In a space as small as the preschool seniority seems to naturally give people
power. The longer your tenure there, the more you know of the inner workings and when
paired with a newer to the school teacher this created some tense relationships. In all the
cases the longer you worked there, the stronger relationship you had with the preschool
director, Megan. It seems that in all three co- teaching teams the more senior teacher was
closer to the director. Kristen recounted that Eve was often called out of the room by
Megan to talk for extended periods of time, leaving her alone with the children:
For day to day like sometimes Megan will call people to come in real quick. But
that real quick will go to like real long. Or sometimes like sporadically like 5
minutes 3 times. I feel like when it’s us, I don’t feel like I have that feeling. I just
remembered it’s when she’s out for a minute it gets very like…” She doesn’t say
it, but I sense animosity regarding this, maybe even threatened by the fact that
she doesn’t get called in to chat.
Additionally, I observe that Emma is frequently in Megan’s office, sometimes with the
door closed. During outside playtime Emma spends large quantities of time in Megan’s
office, leaving Caitlyn alone on the playground. The following is an excerpt from my
researcher journal:
I have noticed that it seems as though Emma is often inside during outside
playground time in the mornings. Since my class is on the playground the same
time as hers her absence is noted. Caitlyn will often ask other teachers “do you
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know where Emma went?” Today I went inside to use the restroom during this time
and passed Megan’s office on the way. Emma was sitting inside, in the chair across
the desk from Megan engaging in a conversation. I used the restroom and noted
she was still in there on my way back outside. When she came back to the
playground awhile later, she stated “sorry, Megan wanted to talk to me”. She spent
the majority of the outside time in Megan’s office.
After writing this journal entry I began to notice this was a frequent occurrence,
and I saw Caitlyn grow frustrated by it. She didn’t explicitly say anything, but she rolled
her eyes and was consistent, her silence seemed to speak loudly. Veronica and Megan do
not seem to be close, however, during the series of events that led to Hilary leaving the
preschool I noticed Veronica in the office more than usual. It seemed as though the
teachers that have been at the preschool longer than their co-teachers have a friendlier
relationship with Megan and this negatively impacts the teacher’s relationships with each
other.
Care
All three teaching teams lacked care for one other on differing levels. Noddings
(1984) defines caring for another, professionally speaking, as one having inclinations,
burdens or worries over the other current state of being. I observed a lack of care toward
each other from all three sets of co-teaching teams over the course of this study and in my
interactions as a colleague with them. Veronica and Hilary went from caring deeply about
each other to feelings of animosity hostility. Emma and Caitlyn never exhibited any feelings
of care toward the other.
Emma may have tried to express care in her sentiments regarding not wanting to
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overwork Caitlyn, but as discussed earlier I believe this notion was more narcissistic and
self- serving. The tension between these co-teachers was, at times, profound. I believe
Kristen and Eve cared for one another, however, this level of care was very superficial.
The care these two exhibited was surface level and holes were poked in it throughout the
course of this study.
Carer and Cared For
Noddings discusses the role of the Carer and the Cared For in the caring relationship.
In each co-teaching team there did seem to be a clear Carer and Cared For, however these
roles were hazy and sometimes insincere. I believe the adoption of these roles, however
poorly they were enacted, were a reflection of the power dynamics in the classroom and
impacted the overall lack of success of each co-teaching team. In the Ash Classroom,
Veronica was clearly the Carer at some point in her and Hilary’s relationship. Hilary’s
spiraling and ultimate discussions regarding isolation, connection and a lack of inclusion
support the idea that at one point she felt cared for by Veronica. In the Cypress Classroom
Emma tried to adopt the role of Carer. I believe she attempted to express feelings of care at
times, but those instances were thin and fractured. In the Eucalyptus Classroom Eve tried
to adopt the role of Carer, and I believe she thought she did so with great success. She
discussed supporting Kristen in her teacher autonomy, choices and teaching styles.
However, Kristen did not feel cared for, by Eve or by the administration at the preschool.
The inability to successfully adopt their roles as Carer and Cared For greatly impacted the
types of relationships these co-teaching teams formed. These women lacked the
foundational component of care for one another and this led to a lack of friendship, and at
times in each classroom bitterness. I think that it is assumed that when adults, specifically
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in this case women, work together in co-teaching relationships in preschool classrooms
that they are friends are care for one another. At least, I believe, that is the facade that we,
as teachers, believe the parents and children in our classroom want to buy into and believe.
However, relationships can be messy and complicated and the intense nature of the three
co-teaching teams studied in this dissertation exemplify how friendship and care for one
another does not always exist among co-teachers.
Synthesis
Studying the tensions that plague co-teaching teams is extremely important to the
field as this topic has little research that explores it, and less that explores teachers’
experiences living it. Teachers that work in co-teaching relationships spend more time with
their teaching partner than they do their significant others and families. Teaching is an
extremely emotional, highly personal occupation that involves giving yourself to others.
Teachers give themselves to their students, every day there are tests, difficult decisions to
make and emotional occurrences that can shake you to your core. When another adult is
there with you, every step of the way, as your co-teacher they also experience all the highs
and lows with you. This, for some, would be an extremely bonding experience; one that
brings you together on a level that can’t be described. For others, when in an unhealthy coteaching relationship these experiences can be polarizing; pin you against your partner, poke
holes in your “united” front. The nuances of being a teacher are not discussed largely. What
is it like to wake up, rush out the door, leave your own children at school to go and serve
others; to give of yourself to other’s children. It is the greatest responsibility and carries with
it a lot of weight.
We must explore the tensions that co-teachers experience as the tensions that make
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up their days ultimately impact the children in their rooms. Teacher’s mental health must
be looked at more critically, and taken more care of; we should look more closely at the
issues that affect them and why the turn-over rates are so high. As a teacher of young
children a large component of your life is spent with your co-teacher. For such a
predominant, typical phenomenon the minimal research that exists on this topic and the
real-life tensions that affect these teams is unacceptable.
Experiences Co-teaching in Preschool Classrooms
I believe that every teacher that participated in this study had the best intentions. I
believe they all intend to be good teachers, to serve their students in the best capacity they
can. I believe they all wanted to have positive, healthy, supportive co-teaching
relationships that fostered positive relationships with the children in their classrooms. I do
not doubt that these women woke up every day with plans to be nurturing, loving
educators that created a safe, loving environment for their students. The women in this
study are went into the teaching field because they wanted to make a difference in
children’s lives. Their passion for the field led many of them to pursue advanced degrees
in early childhood education and question the status-quo, to never settle for acceptable, to
incorporate innovate, research-based practices and share their discoveries with the field.
They are all incredibly hard workers that brought their unique set of skills to a job that
many are terrified of.
None of them chose co-teaching as a model for educating young children. The
preschool adopted this philosophy after years of a hierarchical model that separated and
segregated teachers. Upon closure of this study it was apparently that while administration
implemented this approach it was the teachers who were in the trenches trying to navigate
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their ways and figure out how to enact this framework. None of the teachers discussed
talking with the director about how their co-teaching relationships were faring. It was
almost like a shark tank, the toughest survived while those that showed any weakness were
slowly weeded out. I am unsure if teachers felt uncomfortable talking about their struggles
with administration, but it seems that few of them do. Hilary shares that she talks to Megan
frequently and feels supported, but she admits to being the only teacher to do this. And
ultimately, she decides to leave her job. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Kristen is so
angry with administration, and feels so betrayed that her resentment overpowers her ability
to talk openly about her co-teaching experiences with Megan. It seems as though some
teachers are comfortable venting and complaining about their co-teachers to
administration, but nothing relevant occurs as a result of this. In this study, when teachers
had issues with each other they stayed below the surface. Except with the case of Veronica
and Hilary; their issues ultimately erupted and had to be addressed. The teachers all state
they believe the administration supports co-teaching, but I’m not sure any of them have
considered whether or not it supports them as unique individuals, co-teaching. While we
know the school supports the framework, in what ways does the school support the
teachers themselves? I’m left with this wondering to contemplate on my own. Teachers
lesson plan together, but as was the case with 2/3 of the co- teaching teams in this study,
those meetings were very one-sided. Arndt (2018) discusses the importance of providing
space for the “difficult, complicated, unpredictable processes of becoming part of an early
childhood teaching team and community” (p. 401). It was common throughout all three
teams that the health of their relationship was never addressed during meetings. Teachers
may have answered in authentically, however, the teachers were never asked how they are
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doing. Having sat in on each team’s planning meeting it did not feel like a safe space
where teachers could share the issues they were having.
Support
Throughout the course of this study I see no support for co-teaching other than the
basic level of implementation. Caitlyn shares “There is an illusion of co-teaching a bit, and
there is a um, like a lingering sense of lead teacher/assistant teacher still there”. Teachers
are given a one- hour allotment of time weekly to lesson plan with the preschool director.
As mentioned previously, this meeting does not seem to exist to explore the health of the
co- teachers or their relationship, even minutely. The purpose of this meeting is to brain
dump ideas and get lessons written out for the following week. The director has an open
door policy, teachers can enter as needed, unless otherwise noted. However, should two
teachers from the same room need to talk to the director they would be unable to without
intervention from others at the school. This only happens during the culmination of The
Loners relationship. Talking to the director about issues is a much more one-sided event.
Teachers slip in on their way to the bathroom and on their lunch breaks to talk. And it is
common knowledge that the philosophy at the preschool is “if you have an issue with
another teacher you are to address it with them”. What happens when you can’t do this,
when you feel so trapped and suffocated by that other person that approaching them with
your feelings is terrifying? When Hilary was struggling with the reality of her relationship
and its deterioration I found her alone, in Megan’s office, crumpled on the floor weeping.
She had so much to say to me about her feelings, concerns and fears but this was all too
late. There was not a space given to the two teachers when their relationship began to sour
to come together and share, to open up with one another about their issues. So, they
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festered and grew from small toxins to chemical warfare. There was no intervention early
on to support these women. Aside from the obvious concern about their mental health, I’m
unsure if the children in the class were considered. During this study it was clear that
teachers need a space to talk with one another, and need guidance and support on talking
about uncomfortable things with one another.
Teaching requires a positive disposition, a positive outlook and a certain type of
person, and it seems as though teachers are afraid or unsure how to approach
uncomfortable topics with one another. Teachers working in co-teaching situations need to
be provided opportunities to talk with one another. While they are together all the time the
opportunities to actually speak with one another about the inner workings of their
relationship are limited. Teachers are limited to teacher talk during the day, they are
catching up on drop-off, daily happenings etc. and do not have the time to have wellness
discussions regularly. Schools should consider providing teachers time to take breaks
together so that they may have down time to talk and focus on the health of their
relationship. Time aside from daily teaching tasks is critical to ensuring teachers are
afforded the opportunities to connect. The minutiae of daily classroom teaching does not
afford for deep communication with one another. Teachers spend their days talking about
emotions and helping children work their way through difficult situations, but the adult
relationships and teacher needs easily get swept aside.
BUY-IN
In each of the three co-teaching teams studied one member had been teaching at the
preschool for long enough to have had lived through the previous model to teaching; the
hierarchical model. As discussed in the literature review, this teaching philosophy places
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one teacher as the lead teacher, and the other as the assistant. The preschool had utilized
this teaching framework since it’s opening in the 1950’s. The language lead and assistant
was common practice and teachers had clearly delineated roles, expectations and
responsibilities based on those roles. One year before Megan became on the director this
philosophy changed. An interim director was brought in who was closely affiliated with
the university. With her entrance she brought not only a facelift to the physical appearance
of the school, but also to the functionality and philosophies behind how teachers would
work together. This change was sudden and took full effect when Megan became the
director. Teachers were told to remove the words lead and assistant from their vernacular,
the outdated hierarchical teaching practices were no longer a fit for the overall philosophy
and vision of the preschool. However, there was little to no support for teachers as this
model took roots in their classrooms.
With this change came confusion, skepticism, some excitement and general suspicion
of the practice. Teachers were still considered lead or assistant on paper, still referred to
frequently as those titles and looked at by parents as their former roles. When the
philosophy changed teachers weren’t consulted, as is frequently the case in major
philosophical changes to an institution. At this same time the Project Approach was fully
adopted as the framework for engaging in inquiry with the children at the preschool. These
changes were drastic; teachers went from functioning as individual entities in their rooms
creating thematic based curriculum. The preschool went through a major grassroots
movement to revamp itself, and if teachers were not on board it was frowned upon. So most
of the women sucked it up and either embraced the new approach or shunned it quietly,
putting on the pretenses of “working as co-teachers” for administration and operating how
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they were used to for years. These teachers lacked the buy-in really necessary for making
something as drastically different to their daily life as co-teaching successful.
One member of each co-teaching team studied in this dissertation were present for
this major overhaul. Each in a different capacity, Eve as an intern, Emma as a second year
teacher and Veronica having already put in years at the preschool. This historical depiction
is critical because it shaped and molded the teachers that were a part of it. These teachers
had to majorly shift their thinking and operating, changing every practice from how they
lesson planned, implementation, assessed children and viewed themselves and their
counterparts. They originally looked at themselves as individual teaching entities that just
happened to work with another adult, to cooperative, collaborative partners that were part
of a 50/50 split.
Everyone’s history impacts and shapes who they are currently. The three teachers
that were a part of the preschool transformation were affected by the changes, the
teachers they were during this study would be different if they had not witnessed and
been an integral part of such a big change. Their views on co-teaching were shaped by
this experience and their current co- teaching practices were formed through their history
with the practice. Not everyone thought co- teaching was a positive practice, not all the
teachers that lived to tell the tale of how the preschool was transformed thought coteaching was a positive practice. What all three teachers did have in common was that
without buy-in from the teachers co-teaching is not a practice that can be successful.
In my interview with Veronica she shares that she doesn’t believe co-teaching
is a beneficial practice:
Researcher: So do you feel like having two teachers co-teach in a classroom is better
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than just one? Do you feel like it’s more beneficial to children?
Veronica:(pause) I mean with this young group...absolutely not.
She is referring to working with two years olds. She continued to explain that when two
teachers are both responsible for doing the teaching things get messy. She believes that
teachers and children would be more successful if they split responsibilities as lead and
assistant because, she explains, that it’s difficult to meet the needs of young children
when both adults are teaching. She shared that her students need help learning how to use
the bathroom and have a difficult time washing their hands on their own and that it would
be much easier if one teacher was responsible for teaching so the other could handle these
tasks. This is a description of the classically cliché hierarchical teaching model that the
preschool moved away from so many years ago. It is clear she did not buy-in to the coteaching framework. Her co-teacher Hilary shared a similar response when I asked her if
she believed co-teaching is a beneficial practice for young children. The following is an
excerpt from our interview:
Researcher: Do you feel like the students in your classroom benefit from having two
teachers in the classroom.
Hilary: When they’re on the same page.
Researcher: Do you feel like the children can tell you guys are having issues? Do
you think it plays out in the classroom?
Hilary: Right now I feel like the children are picking up on our issues. Children
are acting out.
Hilary believes that her and Veronica’s tension is negatively impacting the children
in their classroom. This is clearly a toxic environment for all individuals
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involved.
The following is an excerpt from my interview with Emma regarding her
opinions on co- teaching:
Researcher: do you feel like co-teaching is a beneficial practice for young
children?
Emma: (long pause) ummm... you mean as versus the typical lead/assistant
role? Because there’s gonna be two people in the classroom so I think it
is I mean, is it beneficial to children though? I don’t know. Because I
mean can I do eight on my own? I could. Would I have to be navigating
an adult relationship along with 16 Child teacher relationships? No.
What.. Do I think that would be easier, probably.
Like Veronica, Emma shared the sentiment that co-teaching is not a beneficial
practice for young children and also lacks buy-in. For her it came down to relationship
building and development. She felt that she spent a lot of time and energy focusing on her
relationship with Caitlyn and “a big part of co-teaching is just avoiding animosity”. She
admitted to spending a large amount of time and energy focusing on trying not to rock the
boat with Caitlyn. She felt as though the co-teaching practice takes away from the children
because of this. She shared that she could handle eight children on her own, while meeting
childcare licensing ratios and devoting herself to those children. As opposed to having
sixteen children, another adult in the room and focusing on maintaining a relationship with
your co-teacher. This took her time and attention away from the children, therefore, not
being a beneficial practice for preschool teaching.
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On the opposite end of the spectrum Eve shared a different sentiment about coteaching. She told me she thinks co-teaching is a positive practice “because I mean,
sometimes you get out of track and the other one helps you out with that”. For
accountability and operational purposes, she thought children benefit from the practice.
She discussed what it was like when she was a final intern in my classroom when the
preschool still utilized a hierarchical approach to teaching. She states:
Eve: Like, I feel it was very much you were the teacher she was the assistant. You
had your roles, she had her roles. You did you thing, she would do her
thing. You guys didn’t help each other, you were just like ok it’s music
time you do you, I’m gonna step out. Like, not out of the classroom but
like you were doing something else. Or you were doing circle time, for her,
she would be like all right...
Researcher: I’m gonna be in the bathroom (chuckles)
Eve: Yea, I’m gonna be in the bathroom. Or so it wasn’t like ok you are doing
circle time, so I’m going to be here managing these students. You didn’t
have that, it
wasn’t like we were helping each other. It was just like your time my
time. She recalled the separation between my teaching assistant and myself. That
relationship was very unhealthy and she witnessed it at its peak negativity. I was not
surprised that Eve thought co-teaching is a positive teaching practice. Her positive
disposition and outlook helped to shape the current state of her co-teaching
relationship. She had buy-in to the co- teaching model because her experiences
watching others teach hierarchically were so negative.
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While these three teachers differed in their beliefs about the benefits of co-teaching
for young children what they all had in common was their history with the preschool and
the experience watching it shift philosophical gears. These experiences shaped their
perceptions of co-teaching and how much buy-in they demonstrated. It was clear that
teacher buy-in to the co- teaching process is critical to having a positive, successful coteaching relationship. As evidenced by Eve, her positive disposition toward co-teaching
showed through her attempts to forge a constructive, fruitful relationship with Kristen.
Kristen’s anger toward Eve was not something she shared with her, so as far as Kristen
knew their relationship was successful and she kept doing what “worked”. Veronica and
Emma did not buy-in to the co-teaching philosophy and their relationships with their
partners suffered. Their “I can do it alone” mentality was not conducive for a successful
co-teaching relationship.
I believe that when implementing a co-teaching approach teachers should be
included in the process as much as possible. They should be incorporated in envisioning
how co- teaching may look in their classrooms, engaged in discussions about expectations
and beliefs with stakeholders. In a situation like the preschool, where teachers were
expected to change their practices essentially overnight, they should be brought in on
conversations about how important such a change is to the success of the school and they
should be involved in discussions about successes, failures, difficulties. Open
conversations should be had by all members of staff about the implementation realities of
co-teaching from the get-go. When these conversations are avoided, or a “get on board of
get out” mentality is adopted teachers may feel railroaded and become resentful of the
practice. Much like doggy-paddling until you burn out, teachers that feel left out of these
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conversations may act out by engaging in hierarchical practices behind closed doors and
become barriers to a truly successful co- teaching implementation school wide. Giving
teachers like Veronica and Emma an outlet to share their feelings and brainstorm ways to
experience more success in the early days of enacting a co-teaching model may make
those against it more responsive.
CONNECTION
Throughout the course of this study I explored three co-teaching relationships and
the nature of these teachers’ experiences. What became increasingly apparent was that all
three of the co-teaching teams lacked true connection. They all seemed to connect on a
superficial level, but none of them had a real connection, or friendship, that would serve
to carry them to find joy and pleasure in their co-teaching relationship. This is worth
discussing as these women all worked with young children and had a large social
emotional focus in their classrooms. Building relationships with children and teaching
them how to use their words, engage in play, deal with adversity and manage their
emotions. Yet, the teachers themselves did not exemplify any of these skills with those
they spent their days with and taught these very skills to the children with.
All three co-teaching teams exhibited various levels of connection during this
study. Veronica and Hilary started out as friends, but that friendship shortly dissipated,
leaving the two women without a connection. Toward the end of their time co-teaching
together they would not even speak to each other. Caitlyn and Emma also lacked
connection. They communicated only as necessary and seemed to be ok with the idea
that they simply weren’t the greatest of friends. Their relationship worked, for all
intensive purposes, as it didn’t implode, however it was clear through observing them
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together multiple times that they did not have a connection. Eve and Kristen had the
closest thing to a connection out of all the teams. However, their connection was built on
dishonesty and untruthfulness. Kristen had issues that she never vocalized to Eve. So,
Eve thought they had a connection, but Kristen felt disconnected from the entire
preschool. These teams lacked connection on the following levels: personally and
dispositionally.
PERSONAL DISCONNECT
When teachers work together in preschool classrooms they may encounter personal
issues including clashing teaching philosophies, differing teaching styles and varying
beliefs about early childhood education (Devecchi et al., 2010; Han et al., 2010; Ratcliff et
al., 2011;Rytivaara et al., 2012; Nellis, 2002). Throughout the course of this study I
watched as teachers attempted to work together with people whom they weren’t friends
with. Friends connect on personal levels and have mutual affection for each other. Friends
understand each other, are there for one another and seek each other out for support,
guidance, and encouragement. Friends listen to one another, share stories, tell jokes and
have a bond or connection that keeps them together. The teachers in this study were not
friends on the level I discuss above. In fact, I directly ask Eve during our interview if she
and Kristen are friends. She responds, “Yea, I mean we don’t hang out. We know about
each other”. She continues to share that they talk about personal things because they are
around each other so much at work. It is clear that Eve and Kristen are the friendliest with
each other of all the co-teaching teams studied in this dissertation and their friendship
seems like one struck out of convenience or happenstance.
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According to Aristotle, there are three types of friendship (Aristotle, 1998).
Friendship of utility, friendship based on pleasure, and friendship based on goodness.
Friendship of utility is when both people develop some type of benefit from each other.
Friendship based on pleasure is when people are drawn to each other’s pleasant qualities.
And friendship of goodness is when people admire those good qualities in each other. The
least sustainable type of friendship of these three is friendship of utility as when someone
stops benefitting from the relationship the friendship falls apart. I believe the women in
this study all had friendships of utility with their co-teachers; they simply were “friends” at
some point in their relationship because they had to be. These teachers spent the majority
of their waking moments with each other, and benefit from getting along. There work life
was more pleasant and the environment they spent so much time in is more positive.
However, none of the co-teachers that worked together were truly friends. I think this lack
of true friendship strained the relationships they had and created a blanket that covered the
co-teachers and was always there but never talked about or removed.
“Because you can you develop like being friendly with the person it’s important
but then at some point you also have to be professional. So finding that clear line of
its...” This notion from Emma highlights a phenomenon that was discussed by a few
teachers at the preschool. It’s as though they had a guard up around their co-teachers.
Emma and Kristen discussed the idea that professional boundaries are critical in a coteaching relationship. Kristen shared “I think the climate towards co-teaching in
general like, the way all the teacher’s kind of view each other is a little, it kind of goes
past that professional level”. Both these teachers were aware that while they worked
with another adult and had a relationship with them on some level, that maintaining
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professional limits on that relationship was important to them. There were definitely
personal relationships amongst employees at the preschool, however, the co- teachers in
each room did not seem to have them. These relationships were spaced out amongst
teachers across rooms, one teacher from one room may have had a more personal
relationship with another teacher from another classroom.
The dissolution of Hilary and Veronica’s relationship was intense and everyone in
the school saw it implode. They were close friends at one point, however, it seemed that
theirs was a friendship of utility also, as when Veronica saw more benefit to her from
friendship with Sarah she ended her relationship with Hilary quite abruptly. Similarly,
Caitlyn and Emma seemed to lack a connection. At one point they even tackled teaching
two separate projects in their classroom, each teacher maintaining their own separate
project work. Eve and Kristen were the closest of all three teaching teams, however, upon
closer reflection, I felt they were just the friendliest co-teaching team with each other, not
necessarily the closest of friends. Caitlyn shared that she wished the preschool allowed
time for co-teachers to work on relationship building. There was no time provided for that
encouraged the teachers to work on developing their personal relationship with their coteacher. This would be difficult based on coverage schedules and requirements that make
providing time for teams to relationship build, and limits it somewhat to professional
development days, which are infrequent.
It is compelling that women that spend so much time with each other are not
forging friendships with one-another. Some teachers claimed professional boundaries
need not be in place, others have attempted to be friends but it ended badly, while one
teaching team didn’t seem interested in being friends at all. I believe this may be
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attributed to the intense nature of classroom teaching. Although co-teachers spend most
of their waking moments together, that time does not lend itself to talking and
communicating personally. That time is spent discussing children, chewing over
decisions being made for the classroom, managing the classroom, dealing with
challenging behaviors, preparing for the next transition, etc. Teacher talk is limited to
talking about teaching and that makes relationship building difficult. Classroom teaching
can also be intense and stressful and when another adult is there for that one can begin to
associate that person with that stress and develop feelings of aversion. Preschool teachers
need to be provided time to unwind and decompress with their co-teachers so that they
can deconstruct the complexities of their teaching and begin to get to know each other on
a more personal, less business-like level.
Co-Teaching Practices Within School Culture
Lack of Support
While co-teaching is a practice the preschool adopted, the level to which the
school truly espoused the practice seemed somewhat superficial. As I collected data I
observed teachers engage in weekly one-hour lesson planning meetings as a team. But that
is really all I saw, structurally speaking, to support these teachers as they co-taught. When
I asked Eve if she thought the preschool supported co-teaching she stated “Oh yea, I think
so… because we plan together and..”. She couldn’t articulate anything beyond lessonplanning that served to support co-teaching. When I asked Caitlyn how she felt the
preschool supported co-teaching she shared “Um, as far as having time to sit and debrief
and reflect with my co-teacher. No. That’s not in place. That’s not there”. Kristen shared
that when she started working at the preschool she was never even given an orientation, so
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she was left to figure everything out on her own, including co-teaching. These teachers all
shared the same the same sentiment about the preschool’s support for co-teaching. Beyond
lesson planning there are really no structures in place to support them. Emma has a bit
more to say on the topic. During our interview the following exchange took place:
Researcher: Ok, so other than a formal lesson-planning meeting do you feel like
there are any other structures here to support a successful relationship?
Emma: (long pause, chuckles) I mean I don’t, I don’t think there’s anything
additional we’ve never... well not ongoing. I would say we’ve had this week
at the beginning of the school year about our classroom, and maybe it’s
productive and maybe it isn’t. Not all classrooms get that meeting. So
there’s nothing ongoing, also there’s not like it’s not really talked about. It’s
not like “hey, let’s shut the door, close the computers and talk about how
things are going in the classroom”. Maybe a more open dialogue about that
could be beneficial. Like something in place, cause it is such a big part of
the classroom life is us being together. And even, I just thought of a teacher
inquiry we could do concerning co-teaching. Where if both teachers were
writing reflections about specific co-teaching things and what they felt over
a period of time and just deconstructing that data. But um, it’s not talked
about really. It’s like “how are you doing?” and “how are you doing?” but
not “how are ya’ll doing?” You know what I mean?
Her honesty was enlightening. She articulated beyond being able to say what the
preschool did to support co-teaching, she elaborated in ways that the preschool could
improve. It was clear she had put thought into this topic, which wasn’t entirely surprising
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considering her lack of connection and underwhelming relationship with her co-teacher,
Caitlyn. She continued “let me go and observe and see, let me see what team is best, and
let me go see it and then maybe I can learn from that. If there’s not those opportunities, we
don’t get a lot of opportunities to see what it’s like to work with another adult, we don’t
get that professional development. Like we graduated and now we’re here but we still
don’t get a lot of opportunities to know what it’s like and we’re expected to do it”. Emma
discussed a lack of professional development to support co-teaching development and
growth. At the preschool teachers engaged in ongoing, frequent professional development.
Topics covered frequently include literacy, The Project Approach as a framework to
teaching and learning, and teacher inquiry. However, there had been no professional
development on how to work with another adult in the classroom.
I believe teachers at the preschool would have greatly benefited from professional
development on co-teaching. As Emma discussed, allowing teachers to observe others in
their classrooms would be a beneficial practice as they could see how the other teaching
teams work in action. These observations should be following by a debriefing where the
observers could ask questions and pick the brains of the co-teaching team they just
observed. All the teachers in this study expressed that they close their classroom doors
and exist within their bubbles. Forcing them to stretch out of their comfort zones and
observe others would be an enlightening practice and could support teacher growth. On
the other hand, these teaching teams would be observed for their practices and this may
encourage some real reflection and thought from these women about their current coteaching practices. Reflection was a highly valued skill at the preschool so by having
others come in a classroom to specifically observe co-teaching I believe the observers
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would naturally engage in dialogue and reflection with their partner about what they want
to exemplify to others. Such interaction may encourage growth and development in
stagnant, unhappy co-teaching teams. By talking about how they want to present their
team to the others they are naturally discussing teaching qualities they think are ideal they
may find themselves naturally working together to enact those qualities.
Titles Matter
At some point during this study all teachers mentioned that although the preschool
claimed it utilized a co-teaching approach, the terms lead and assistant still permeated the
culture. Historically the preschool used the terms lead teacher and assistant teacher to
differentiate roles, responsibilities and pay. However, with the change toward co-teaching
the school endeavored to rid the building of the terms. With these terms came toxicity and
negativity. Assistant teachers rolled their eyes when they were referred to as such and
lead teachers were generally given more freedom to make decisions for the entire class,
often without needing to consult their partner. However, it was clear that simply
attempting to rid two words from a group of adult’s language is more difficult than
originally anticipated.
Five of the teachers that participated in this study shared that they either still felt
like a hierarchical teaching approach was somewhat in place, or that the terms lead and
assistant still lingered. Caitlyn shared that she felt that there was a lingering sense of lead
and assistant teacher at the preschool. She was not the only teacher that felt this way.
Hilary shared that the current preschool teacher handbook did not reflect “assistants
having a degree”. This statement is powerful. It illustrates how pervasive the hierarchical
teaching approach was at the preschool. Hilary was a co-teacher, however, the
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subconscious way she described herself as an assistant here is critical. Even though she
was technically not an assistant, as there were no more assistants at the school, she called
herself one and reflected that the handbook didn’t take into account that assistants have
degrees, as she herself did. She was detailing an issue she currently had, but
subconsciously called herself an assistant. This is especially interesting because she did
not work at the preschool when it enacted a hierarchical teaching approach.
Were the terms and the practice still so embedded within the school culture that those who
were never even assistants considered themselves to be one?
Kristen’s major issues with the term assistant related to level of pay, respect, value
and self-worth. She shared that she knew the preschool had two or more teachers in each
classroom prior to accepting her position. However, she was blindsided by being offered
an assistant line. She claimed she was unaware that the preschool still functioned
operationally using the terms lead and assistant. She claimed she has heard hierarchical
language being used during school tours by administration as a marketing tool. Her
problems with how the preschool had chosen to adopt co-teaching lied in the fact that
although she was supposed to co-teach and be responsible for fifty perfect of all
responsibilities, in reality, her job title was assistant and she got paid thousand dollars less
a year than her teaching counterpart. Kristen shared “I’m not saying we should get rid of
lead and assistant-the terms. I’m saying if you are gonna use that the assistant should just
be in charge of certain things and be paid for what they do. Rather than you’re not an
assistant you are gonna do everything, but get paid way less.” She has a point, because,
ultimately the preschool hired on lead and assistant lines. If all teachers were required to
have degrees, then how was it decided that one is more appropriate fit than the other for
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these roles. Is it decided by seniority, closeness with administration, or skill and
qualifications?
Veronica: I feel like even though we are sharing responsibilities in the classroom, I
feel that it is important to have two separate roles as well. Because ultimately
one person’s gonna be responsible for whatever happens in that classroom.
Researcher: And who is that person typically?
Veronica: Typically, it ends up being me…or the lead teacher. If something goes
wrong in the afternoon, if something happens during the day, especially
things that may
require an incident report/accident report, it always comes back around to
me. No matter-both rooms-even when I was in VPK. It always comes
back to the lead teacher.
This exchange shows Veronica’s feelings about how co-teaching isn’t a realistic
practice in preschool classrooms. She illustrated that she still considered herself the lead
teacher and felt ultimately responsible for the room. She had the unique position of having
worked in more than one classroom at the preschool, but still stated that the responsibility
of maintaining the room fell on her, no matter what room she was teaching in. Emma
shared a similar account, referring to herself as the lead teacher and stated that she felt
pressure to be responsible for everything in the classroom. These two teachers shared the
mentality that “as the lead teacher” they were the accountable, answerable parties. This
may stem from their histories at the school, and the fact that this was how things were for
them a number of years they worked there. However, it is clear there was confusion not
only, regarding the breakdown of duties, but also a mindset of those that previously were
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labeled lead teachers.
It was clear that the terms lead teacher and assistant teacher, and the hierarchy of
individuals is detrimental the culture and climate of the preschool. As exemplified by the
above theme it was apparent that the language and practice is still a large part of the
preschool society. While not all teachers agreed that enacting a pyramid teaching system
was a negative thing, they all agreed that they had either heard the terms lead and assistant
being used to refer to the current staff or felt like they are still part of a teaching hierarchy,
however, underground that may be. It was though there was a system of haves and havenots at the school. I believe that in order to truly enact a co-teaching model schools must
remove all evidence of grading terms from their administrative components. Otherwise it
feels a bit deceptive to those in the trenches and creates general confusion. The language
and practices must be eradicated from the grounds and I think this should start with those
frameworks and philosophies that guide a school. Once agreed upon all evidence of the
past practices in HR paperwork and school handbooks should be updated. It seems that in
order to have a true co-teaching environment everything, not only including roles and
responsibilities, but also pay, should be comparable. When these do not align despondency
grows and individuals become somewhat disenfranchised. While a school should do all
they can to align their expectations to those documents that their institutions are built
upon, it should be expected among all staff members to give each other grace during a
transition period. People will slip, old habits die-hard. Terms lead and assistant will be
spoken, and it will take time for everyone to adjust. However, as teachers adjust to their
new expectations they should be given support through observations, discussions and
shared reflection of their experiences.
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Summary
What is the nature of preschool teachers co-teaching experiences? The teachers that
participated in this study shared, exhibited and exposed a variety of experiences. These
teachers bring to light issues that need further investigation and research in the field of
Early Childhood Education. Teacher mental health and wellbeing are central to the types
of experiences children receive in their early years. We must consider how important coteaching relationships are and the types of experiences teachers living this practice are
having so that we can more fully begin to understand these impacts on children. This study
attempted to uncover three co-teaching teams lived experiences and tell their stories as
best as possible so that those on the outside may gain insight into an area of early
childhood education that is so central to those in the field.
Implications
This case study brings several implications to the field of early childhood
education to light. Preschool teaching is an extremely emotional, intense profession that
involves working with another adult. The capacity of this work involves, but is not limited
to, planning, creating and implementing curriculum, organizing, assessing, and managing
large groups of young children. However, all of these tasks are done in a dual nature, none
of these are done in isolation if working in a co-teaching environment. Co-teachers are
responsible for maintaining a relationship with their counterpart that is productive enough
to allow for a supportive, caring, nurturing environment for the young children in the
classroom. However, co-teaching relationships can be messy and complex, complicated
and difficult. No one talks about this, however, in this study I attempted to uncover the
realities of three co-teaching teams by interviewing, observing and getting to know six
women. These women participated in this study of their own free will, and I sensed a
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general want to share their experiences. Based on the themes and findings of this study the
following sections discuss the implications of this study for the field of early childhood
education. It is critically important that teachers are looked at as people, as humans with
emotions, baggage and needs. The teachers in this study shared raw feelings, unfiltered
emotions and stories about their experiences as a co-teacher and working with a coteacher. Teachers have needs that must be met, individually and as a co- teaching team. I
have broken down the following section into implications for the various audiences that
encounter co-teaching in some capacity in their professional lives including schools,
teacher educators and the teachers themselves.
Implications for Schools
All the teachers in this study expressed that there was little to no guidance on how to
or what co-teaching should look like in their classrooms. Some felt that this was a positive
thing, administration trusted them enough to let them figure it out on their own, while others
felt abandoned and wanting supervision. There were no “welfare” checks on the teachers to
see the state of their co-teaching relationships, no classroom observations to see how the
teams were faring; it was like supplies were dropped out of a plane and the people on the
ground were left to fight for their rations. I found it interesting that a few teachers
mentioned that they were not provided time to really sit and talk with their co-teacher. It
seemed like there were no supports in place that would benefit the personal relationship
between the two teachers. This seems an oversight, as teacher’s wellbeing is a critical
component to the overall classroom environment. Especially when there are two adults in a
space, if their relationship is tense and on the rocks it will more than likely play out in the
classroom in front of the children, negatively impacting the overall classroom environment.
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Every teacher in this case study mentioned not being sure of how to break down
responsibilities, teaching duties and classroom managerial components like cleaning and
potty training. There was note of the teacher handbook not making mention of coteaching, there was no shared definition at the preschool, no explicit instruction on how
these women should, or could, try to operate behind closed doors with another adult.
Emma compared this need to a rubric for an assignment. Every moment of these women’s
days were structured out according to a schedule. One they put an immense amount of
thought into creating for their students. They functioned based on time slots; one hour of
outside playground time, an hour and a half of project work, forty minutes for lunch, two
hours for nap; but the structures that are in place for how to work with your co-teacher
during the entire day are non-existent.
Professional Development sessions on co-teaching should be offered throughout the
year on a regular basis. Professional development sessions are usually centered on literacy,
mathematics and other core learning domains in preschool education. Administration
should create co-teaching professional development sessions that focus on building the
skills they have observed, throughout their ongoing, frequent co-teaching team
observations. These sessions should be structured as any other professional development
session and serve to meet the needs of the staff. These sessions can’t be one size fits all, as
every team will experience different issues. However, following a general discussion about
the state of co-teaching at the school, teachers should engage in group discussions about
co-teaching. They should review current research on the topic and focus on studying their
practices as a unified center. These professional development sessions should also allow
teachers to work with their co-teacher to relationship build focus on the state of their co170

teaching team. This may look different for each team; some teams may want to talk
privately in their classrooms, others may want to work together to clean their room, some
may want time to go get coffee with their co-teacher while some teams may need more
constructive help.
Administration needs to care about their teachers and understand that they are
working in environments that can involve large amounts of stress and this directly impacts
their relationships with their co-teachers. Co-teachers need more than one hour a week
outside of their classrooms with each other. Providing time to each team will look different
based on the structure of the preschool, however, even if it’s only thirty minutes, coteachers need a time away from the administration to talk. At the preschool this
dissertation took place at, the director was an active participant in the lesson planning
meetings. And, while this is a good practice it does create a space that some teachers may
not feel fully comfortable in. The administrative presence may create a barrier for some
teachers to really talk to their co-teacher or share ideas for fear of sounding silly or judged.
If it is not possible that teachers are provided time in addition to their lesson planning
meetings, then the structure of these meetings should provide time for both individual team
discussion and discussion with administration.
Specifically, co-teaching relationships need time out of the classroom, a
framework, guidance and administrative support, outlined roles and responsibilities, time
to develop relationships, time to lesson plan, and a safe space to talk with each other in
order to be more successful and productive. It seemed to be assumed that the co-teachers
in this study would figure it out on their own. The teachers were clear there was no
definition of co-teaching given to them, no mention of it in the teaching handbook, no
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guidance from administration and no real support for the development and growth of their
co-teaching relationships other than one hour of lesson planning weekly. Schools that
adopt a co-teaching approach to teaching need to begin by defining co-teaching and
framing what it should look like, involve and how administration will support it. Teachers
can and should be involved in this decision making process as stakeholders and give input
and ideas. This may help to make the co-teaching model more successful as it may have
more buy-in and teacher support behind it. Co-teaching needs to be discussed in the
employee handbook and scenarios of possible co-teaching roles and responsibilities would
be helpful to give teachers ideas on how to break down responsibilities and duties in their
classroom with their co-teacher. Administration needs to understand that all relationships
need work and as co-teachers work to figure it out they will need time, patience and grace.
Adopting an inquiry stance to co-teaching and allowing teachers to develop a
mindset about it that provides for the opportunity to look at it as more than just a
technical practice. Providing the time and a space for teachers to observe others, share
challenges and how they’ve overcome those challenges, discuss successes and offer ideas
and support to each other will empower them as they study and learn about their own
practices. This type of active, supportive reflection can build engagement and support for
the co-teaching model while fostering a more positive climate and build teacher
confidence.
In all relationships there is power. How this power is divided or broken down
varies. In the co-teaching teams studied in this dissertation there was a clear power divide
amongst them all. One teacher seemed to hold more power and the other was aware of this
disparity, however, really had no options for correcting the power imbalance. Teachers
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need a safe space where they can share how they feel, without judgment. They need to
know there is an open- door policy where they can talk about the difficulties and
challenges they are facing in their co- teaching relationship. Administration must be
mindful of the teaching dynamics in the co- teaching teams. When teaching teams are not
balanced this may lead to teachers’ feelings of isolation, seclusion, frustration and impact
teacher’s support of the co-teaching model. Awareness and responsiveness to co-teaching
teams that are exhibiting an imbalance of power should be an administrative priority.
Co-teaching relationships need ongoing support in order to be successful. School
administration needs to complete frequent observations, in the classroom, to observe the
dynamics of how co-teachers work together. There should be discussions following these
observations to touch base with the teachers where they can engage in discussions about the
health of their relationships, struggles, challenges, and successes. Co-teachers should work
to create goals for their relationship with administration, and these goals should be reviewed
at least monthly. Co-teaching should be included in teachers’ yearly evaluations as a
component of their job and they should be measured as they are in all other areas of
evaluation on how well they co-teach.
Based on the teacher feedback in this study, I believe that administration
should implement the following structures to help ensure successful co-teaching
relationships:
 Weekly pullout

time for individuals to meet with administration

 Weekly pullout

time for co-teaching teams to meet with administration

 Weekly or bi-weekly time for co-teaching teams

from the school one-on-one
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to talk with each other, away

 The expectation

that teachers will be responsible for engaging in open reflection

about their co-teaching realities
 A clear definition

of co-teaching that should be created by the staff. This

definition should be reflected in the teacher handbook.
 Conversations

about roles and responsibilities and how the break-down

among co- teachers may look in the classroom
 Ongoing observations

by administration to assess the health and state of the

co- teachers to directly view how they work-together and how their
classroom is functioning.
 Opportunities

for professional development among staff: time to view each

other’s classrooms to see how others co-teach and what it looks like in different
spaces; time to share during staff meetings about their successes and challenges
and brainstorm together how to overcome these challenges.
Implications for Teacher Educators
It was clear through the interviews and observations conducted during this study that
the teachers wanted guidance. They yearned for some direction in their co-teaching
practices. This finding aligns with what Chitoyo (2018) discovered in a survey of seventyseven teachers in the United States. These teachers reported feeling unprepared for the
realities of co-teaching, and believed they lacked the necessary skills to co-teach successfully.
Teacher preparation programs should place a focus on the co-teaching component of
preschool teaching. In programs where preservice teachers are completing field experiences,
reflection, assignments and class discussion should incorporate this element of teaching.
Preservice teachers should be encouraged to study their cooperating teachers co-teaching
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practices and engage in conversations with them about the complexities and realities of
working with another adult. Opportunities to actually co-teach during field experiences
should be offered. Placing preservice teachers in classrooms in pairs making them work
together throughout the semester provides real-life opportunity and experiences they will
bring to their future classrooms.
Early Childhood Education Teacher preparation programs place a large focus on
encouraging active reflection amongst preservice teachers. Teachers are required to reflect
on their experiences teaching across disciplines, individualizing instruction and assessment
amongst many other areas of preservice teacher development. However, a commonly
ignored area of focus is reflecting on co-teaching in early childhood classrooms.
Preservice teachers are required to complete internships in the field where they are
exposed to a variety of experiences and classroom structures across the preschool to third
grade landscape. These preservice teachers are often placed in classrooms where coteaching is the typical teaching structure. I believe that it is assumed that since preservice
teachers are exposed to co-teaching that is enough to prepare them for this potential
teaching reality. However, preservice teachers should engage in active reflection about the
types of interactions they see, how the co-teachers they work with collaborate to plan and
implement curriculum, manage their classrooms and assess young children.
Implications for Teachers
It seems like maybe it’s too obvious, everyone has worked with others and
maintained relationships in their lives. However, based on my own experiences, it is an
entirely different ballgame when you are a co-teacher in a preschool classroom. The stakes
are extremely high, emotions are intense, things are fast-paced and often it is the teachers
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whose relationships suffer due to the intense nature of classroom life. Schools that adopt a
co-teaching approach need to place the needs of their teachers at the forefront. There needs
to be weekly check-ins by administration with individuals and with teams so they may
share how they are feelings their struggles, successes and engage in ongoing reflection that
seeks to improve this aspect of their jobs. Teachers need to be given time as a team to
leave the building and talk. There is no time to talk when you are teaching, brief moments
do not provide for authentic, deep conversation. Co-teachers need to be given support in
the form of brainstorming as to how to solve problems and overcome difficulties in their
relationships. Co-teaching truly is a marriage and every good marriage has its ups and
downs. Those in marriages, that want them to work, have to put work into them. When you
spend so much time with another human, daily life can become mundane and co-teaching
is no exception to this. Often when relationships are in a rough patch the individuals
involved will yell at each other, fight, talk, share emotions, cry, take space etc. When you
are a teacher working in a classroom with eighteen children and your relationship with
your co-teacher is in a rough patch, you do not have the opportunity to do these things. The
women in this study suppressed their anger, at times swallowed their true emotions and it
wasn’t until I asked them that they were provided an opportunity to talk about their
relationships. When it gets this late in the game relationships can be truly scarred, it’s the
too little too late philosophy. So much emotion has been bottled up for so long that the
cracks in relationships can become irreparable.
Teachers working in co-teaching relationships should be taught to advocate for
themselves. When it comes to working with another adult in such a high-stress
environment it is easy to put your own needs aside. When I reflect on my own teaching
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experiences I was often the individual that was neglected in the classroom. I remember not
having a space for myself; there was nowhere for me to keep my bags, I had area to
contain my personal belongings, let alone a space to unpack mentally. Teachers that find
themselves working in co- teaching environments should consider how important their
mental health and well-being are and how critical these elements are to the overall
classroom environment. Teachers should be outspoken and forthright with stakeholders
regarding the nature of their co-teaching relationships and the components they feel they
need to improve the success of these relationships.
Conclusion
Co-teaching is a highly complex phenomenon where two teachers work together to
complete all aspects of daily teaching. This multi-case study examined three co-teaching
teams individually and then looked across the cases for common themes. Co-teaching
requires great support from administration and a clearly outlined framework and
expectations that teachers can refer back too. Co-teaching requires a collective, shared
understanding, mutual goals and an approach that involves reflection and inquiry. Coteaching is the framework with which teachers will live their professional lives and it
should not be overlooked that this can become complicated. Teaching is an emotional
profession and doing so with another adult can become overwhelming. That person is
always there, for the good, the bad, the stressful, the successes. It can be easy to associate
that person with the negative components of teaching when given no outlet to talk to
someone and openly share your feelings. Teachers that work in co-teaching relationships
need frequent check-ins and opportunities to engage in professional development about
this practice and work with others at the school to grow and develop their co-teaching
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skills and relationships. Co-teachers need time, out of the classroom, to connect and talk,
to work together to plan and prepare, and to discuss the happenings of the classroom.
Teachers should be exposed to co-teaching early in their teacher preparation programs so
when they enter the field they are prepared for it and have had experiences that shape how
they will approach their co- teaching relationships.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol
1)

Describe your background as a co-teacher

2)

What does co-teaching mean to you?

3)

What do you think co-teaching should look like in preschool
classrooms?

4)

What does co-teaching look like in your classroom?

5)

What do others at your preschool think about co-teaching?

6)

Tell me about your school culture

7)

What does your school climate tell you about co-teaching

8)

Tell me about a time that you felt your co-teaching relationship was
really strong

9)

Can you tell me about a time when you felt your coteaching
relationship was strained?

10)

Do you feel like the students in your classroom benefit from having two
teachers in the classroom?

11)

What type of supports does your school have in place to support a
successful co- teaching relationship? (joint planning time, professional
development etc.)

12)

Do you feel supported by your co-teacher?

13)

How do you work to collaborate with your co-teacher?
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Appendix C: Informed Consent (Parental)
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